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The Research Question 
 

 

The research question discussed below was prompted by an observation of some, but by no 

means all, Australian unions seeking to centralise a number of functions in their federal office.  

Several countervailing factors impact upon the propensity of unions to centralise functions, 

which leads to some secondary research questions.  The primary research question that this 

thesis seeks to answer is what has given rise to the centralisation of functions within three 

Australian unions? 

 

The question is asked in the context of declining union membership in Australia and most other 

developed economies (Bodman 1998; Dabscheck 1995; Jerrard and Le Queux 2013; Peetz 

1998; Sappey et al 2006; Watson et al 2003).  The decline in union membership is of concern 

to many industrial relations scholars (Boyer 1995; Bramble 1995; Bramble 2001; Conrow and 

Delp 1999; Cooper 2001; Hyman 2004; Juravich and Bronfenbrenner 1998:281; Peetz 

1998:175; Peetz, Pocock and Houghton 2007; Simms and Holgate 2008; Voss and Sherman 

2000:311; Wooden 2000) and is quite obviously of significant concern to the labour movement 

(ACTU 2001).  It is for this reason that the question is significant, whether the centralisation 

of functions and powers is of assistance, or is counter-productive to other union renewal 

strategies.  Arising out of the Primary Research Question, there are a range of secondary 

questions.   

 

Figure 1.1 graphically illustrates the primary research question and a number of secondary 

questions that arise in conjunction with the primary research question. 



3 
John R Martin PhD Thesis December 2016 

Figure 1.1 Primary and Secondary Research Questions. 

 

 

An examination of the literature conducted in Chapter 2 and interviews sets out in the various 

case study chapters of this thesis, demonstrate some similarities between the process of 

restructuring being considered by this thesis and an amalgamation process undertaken by most 

Australian unions (Griffin 2002; Hose and Rimmer 2002; Kollmorgen and Naughton 1991; 

Tomkins 1999; Wooden 2000) including the unions covered by this thesis.  The secondary 

question that contextualises the restructures that resulted in a centralisation of functions is “was 

the restructure of the three unions in any way similar to the process of amalgamation that took 

place in Australian union decades earlier?”. 
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any way related to the 
adoption of the 

organising model?
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Was the restructure of 
the three unions 

related to the 
increasing federal 

regulation of 
Australian industrial 

relations?

Secondary 
Question

Was the restructure 
of the three unions 
in any way enabled 

using advanced 
ICT?

Secondary 

Question
What are the on-going 

implications for union 

governance associated 

with the other research 

questions?
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Union renewal strategies are closely linked to the restructures being considered in this thesis.  

A range of Australian unions, including the three covered by this thesis, have adopted the 

organising model as a union renewal strategy (Balnave et al 2007:143; Bowden 2009:138; 

Griffin and Moors 2004:46; Peetz and Pocock 2009).  A secondary research question that 

examines any connection between the restructures and the organising model is “was the 

restructure of the three unions in any way related to the adoption of the organising model?” 

 

It is noteworthy that the three unions covered by this thesis operate exclusively within the 

federal industrial relations system.  Given the significant change to Australian industrial 

relations legislative framework that resulted from the takeover of private sector industrial 

relation by the Commonwealth in 2005 (Lyons and Khoshaba 2009:174; Stewart and Williams 

2007:129), the following secondary question considers this jurisdictional change “was the 

restructure of the three unions in any way related to the increasing federal regulation of 

Australian industrial relations?” 

 

As will be evidenced in both literature and the primary research in this thesis, the centralisation 

of range of functions is assisted by contemporary information and communication technology 

(ICT).  The secondary question that considers this functional characteristic of the unions 

covered by the thesis is “was the restructure of the three unions in any way enabled using 

advanced ICT?” 

 

The questions being raised above have implications for the way in which unions operate.  The 

following secondary research question interrelates to all of the previous questions in that it 

considers the likely implications for unions of the restructures being considered by the thesis 
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“what are the on-going implications for union governance associated with the above 

questions?” 

Chapters in this Thesis 
 

The following chapter is a literature review that demonstrates that there has been little academic 

interest in the specific topic being addressed by this thesis, particularly in Australia.  That is 

not to say that the research question does not fit within a broader body of literature.  The 

research comprises case studies of three large Australian unions to examine the relationship 

between centralisation of functions and other union renewal strategies, in the context of this 

broader body of literature. 

 

The literature review defines union restructuring for the purpose of explaining the 

centralisation that has occurred in the three unions.  It also outlines the reasons for declining 

union membership that appears to have had its origins in the United States, but is apparent in 

most OECD nations (Lichtenstein 2002:142; Moody 1997:117; Peetz 1998:68).  Changes to 

the structure of industry and associated changes to the labour market have combined with 

changes in attitudes and policies adopted by employers and governments (Bodman 1998:18; 

Dabscheck 1995:123; Jerrard and Le Queux 2013:62; Peetz 1998; Sappey et al 2006:299; 

Watson et al 2003:194).  The decline in union membership, therefore, is derived from an 

increasingly hostile environment.  Australian unions were particularly vulnerable to the 

environmental changes (Bodman 1998:18; Griffin and Scarcebrook 1990; Howard 1983; Peetz 

et al 2002:87 cf Gahan 1996) and at first adopted a structural strategic response by a process 

of amalgamation.  The literature surrounding the amalgamation process, as Chapter 2 will 

demonstrate, is particularly relevant to the process of centralising functions because of the 
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similarity in arguments for and against both strategies (Dabscheck 1995; Davis 1999; Jerrard 

and Le Queux 2013; Peetz 1998; Tomkins 1999; Waddington 1988).   

 

The other major renewal strategy adopted by Australian unions is the organising model 

(Balnave et al 2007:143; Bowden 2009:138; Griffin and Moors 2004:46; Peetz and Pocock 

2009).  The re-organisations are inextricably linked to the objectives and specific policy 

positions of the organising model, in particular the separation of organising and servicing 

functions and the need to deploy significant resources to campaigns (Balnave et al 2007; Bray 

et al 2005; Bronfenbrenner and Juravich 1998; Carter 2006; Cooper 2001; Fiorito, 2004; 

Fletcher and Hurd 1998; Heery et al 2000; Hickey et al 2010).  Centralisation of functions, and 

the concomitant impact on state branches of unions, is not without some criticism.  Those 

criticisms of centralisation, if valid, would hold centralisation to be contradictory to 

fundamental principles of the organising model, in that centralised decisions are made with less 

regard for local considerations. 

 

Chapter 2 also reviews a small and largely descriptive body of literature, concerning unions 

and the use of technology (Cockfield 2003; Lee 2000; Chaison 2002; Gahan and Bell 1999; 

Shostak 2002).  The capacity to centralise functions is heavily reliant on recent advances in 

information and communication technology.  Modern campaigning techniques also rely upon 

the use of technological advances such as social media.  Technology can be used to enhance 

the democratic running of a union (Cockfield 2003; Lee 2000; Chaison 2002) which serves as 

a counter-balance to the seemingly contradictory and anti-democratic features of centralisation.  

For example, decisions made by union leaders can be made quickly and in consultation with 

members by using the appropriate technology.  The combination of technology and the 
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aforementioned jurisdictional changes was described as the “perfect storm” to bring about 

centralisation in at least one of the unions covered by this thesis. 

 

The literature review informs the research methodology to be adopted in this thesis.  According 

to proponents of the organising model, the renewal of the union movement is dependent upon 

empowering members at a workplace level and the union allocating resources towards 

campaigning and the recruitment of new members.  The multiple case study technique applied 

in this research is contextualised by that framework of union renewal. 

 

A range of historical documents and specific literature were used to assist in developing a 

background to each union that will be discussed in more detail with regards to the specific 

chapters devoted to the case studies.  The primary source of data, however was a series of in-

depth, semi-structured interviews (Eisenhardt 1989; Gubrium and Holstein 2002; Minichiello 

et al 2008; Strauss and Corbin 1998; Yin 2009).  A common protocol was developed (Neuman 

2003) and presented to union officials and rank and file members who were interviewed.  10 

persons in total were interviewed for each case study, making 30 interviews in total. 

 

Chapter 4 discusses developments in Australian industrial relations that have coincided with 

declining union membership (Bodman 1998; Dabscheck 1995; Jerrard and Le Queux 2013; 

Peetz 1998; Sappey et al 2006; Watson et al 2003).  It was apparent that many of the 

experiences of the three unions being researched, was replicated from the 1980s onwards in 

the context of what might be described as Australian exceptionalism (Balnave et al 2005; 

Bodman 1998; Jerrard and Le Queux 2013; Peetz 1998; Rimmer 2004).  Whilst the macro-

level experiences of unions throughout the OECD may have been somewhat similar, the 
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institutions and history of Australian industrial relations has made for remarkably similar 

experiences within the three unions covered by this thesis (Dabscheck 1995; Peetz 1998).   The 

amalgamation process that is so central to this research was undertaken by all three unions, and 

as such, all three unions are post-amalgamation “super-unions” (Hose and Rimmer 2002).  

Despite their vastly different histories and membership, remarkably similar experiences ensued 

through the decentralisation of the Australian wage fixation systems.  Changes to the nature of 

employment, attitudes adopted by employers and legislative change played out to produce a 

far more hostile environment for all of the unions in question.  Declining union membership 

was a feature in all three unions and the environmental changes, including technological 

change, further impacted upon membership levels.  Chapter 4 was included to contextualise 

the following chapters that discuss the three individual case studies in the Australian context. 

 

The Community and Public Sector Union (CPSU) was the first case study undertaken in the 

research and Chapter 5 set outs that case study.  The CPSU is a large white collar union that 

operates mainly within the commonwealth public sector (FWA 2009c).  Chapter 5 provides an 

historical context for the CPSU and its major pre-amalgamation predecessor union the 

Australian Commonwealth Officers Association (ACOA).  Relevant to the issue of 

centralisation, the CPSU is a union that has always operated within one or another federal 

industrial jurisdiction1.  Chapter 5 discusses the amalgamation process that created what is now 

a union with almost universal coverage of the Australian public service and coverage in some 

related privatised organisations.  As with all of the unions being researched, the CPSU adopted 

the organising model in response to the changing circumstances it faced.  Overnight, the CPSU 

went from a participative environment, in which it was consulted by government, to one of 

                                                           
1 Now the Fair Work Commission (FWC), the Public Service Arbitrator existed as a distinct tribunal between 1920 and 1984 when its 

functions were transferred to the FWC predecessor the Conciliation and Arbitration Commission by the Hawke Government (Yerbury and 
Karlsson 1992:282) 
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outright hostility with the election of the Howard (conservative) Government in 1996 (Bray et 

al 2005; Gardner 2008; Sappey et al 2006).  The changes to bargaining structures that were 

enforced by the Howard Government, along with the adoption of the organising model, 

mandated that the structure of the CPSU transform.  It was this combination of forces, 

instructed by the ACTU publication Unions@Work that led to the three-stage restructure in the 

CPSU that is the subject of this case study (ACTU 2001; Workplace Express 2001). 

 

A graphic representation clarifies that the restructure shifted from a state-based organisation to 

national divisions that replicated the various employers with which the CPSU deals (AIR 

2005b).  The impact of the restructure is discussed in detail with respondents who provide a 

range of views with respect to the centralisation of power in particular.  Being the first of the 

restructures of this nature, there are lessons to be learnt from the CPSU.  Decision making at a 

central level was criticised, as was the replacement of elected state branch secretaries with 

regional directors answerable to the national organisation. 

 

Chapter 6 covers the case study of the Finance Sector Union (FSU), a white-collar union that 

operates in the private sector and as the name suggests covers employees within the finance 

sector.  It was no coincidence that the restructure that occurred in the FSU so closely resembled 

that of the CPSU.  The restructure was modelled on the CPSU, as the FSU, also facing declining 

union membership and an immense change in the attitude of employers, sought to develop 

national divisions based on the large national employers within the finance sector.  The 

enormous structural change within the finance sector (Kitay 1999; Keneley and McKenzie 

2008; Sykes 1998; Viney 2007) has contributed to the substantial loss of membership suffered 

by the FSU from the 1990s onwards (Peetz et al 2002). 
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The FSU was the product of an amalgamation of various unions including the Australian Bank 

Employees Union (ABEU), the Commonwealth Bank Officers Association (CBOA) and the 

Australian Insurance Employees Union (AIEU), thereby giving it complete industry sector 

coverage (Hose and Rimmer 2002: Manning 1990).  This means the FSU, like the CPSU, has 

very rational coverage and, thus, that coverage of the FSU almost replicates an Australian 

Bureau of Statistics statistical industry definition.  This means we can, with some accuracy, 

map the density of the FSU within that industry sector, which is done in Chapter 6. 

 

The amalgamation was brought about in the 1990s but did not fully take effect until the 

centralising restructure in the mid-2000s (Buchanan 2003).  The remnants of the CBOA stayed 

as a separate division within the FSU despite the Commonwealth Bank’s full privatisation, a 

fact largely explained by political differences rather than any industrial rationale.  The 

restructure was of tremendous significance to the FSU that had remained operating in “silos” 

whilst union membership plummeted.  Whilst the restructure may not have returned the FSU 

to the zenith of its membership levels, proponents could point to the dire consequences of 

failure to restructure.  In fact, one respondent ventured that the FSU may not now exist without 

that restructure. 

 

Chapter 7 is concerned with the case study of the National Union of Workers (NUW) 

(Workplace Express 2009).  The NUW is the least comparable of the three unions covered by 

this thesis.  The NUW’s membership is almost exclusively blue-collar and its industry coverage 

is nowhere near as rational as either the CPSU or FSU.  The various patterns of industrial 

relations within the major industry sectors covered by the NUW are discussed throughout 



11 
John R Martin PhD Thesis December 2016 

Chapter 7.  Employment levels vary markedly within the industry sectors covered by the NUW.  

For example, employment in the highly-unionised, large-scale manufacturing sector is giving 

way to either smaller plants or being replaced by imports whilst employment in logistics is 

increasing.  The use of labour hire and other forms of precarious employment feature in most 

of these sectors and provides significant challenges for the NUW and its members. 

 

The restructure being studied at the NUW resulted in the creation of a general branch which 

replaces the former state branches for all jurisdictions except for New South Wales and Victoria 

(Workplace Express 2009).  The creation of the General Branch was not without incident and 

there was litigation over the abolition of the Queensland Branch, the next largest branch of the 

NUW following New South Wales and Victoria, both in terms of members and finances.  

Chapter 7 considers the purpose of the restructure and its outcomes. 

 

Chapter 8 is the discussion chapter and contains a number of findings.  Firstly a loss of 

membership would appear to be a pre-condition for the type of restructure that centralises 

functions and powers in Australian unions.  An analysis of a number of Australian unions 

reveals that not all unions are suffering a loss of membership, and some of those that have lost 

members have not lost them to the extent of the unions covered by this thesis.  Secondly, the 

restructures aimed at centralising functions are inextricably linked to the organising model.  In 

particular, the policy of splitting organising and servicing functions requires that the servicing 

function be undertaken by union personnel, other than the organisers, and by centralising these 

servicing functions economies of scale follow.  Jurisdictional and technological changes have 

enabled the servicing functions to be undertaken in a central location, thereby providing 

economies of scale through the union not needing to duplicate functions in each state or 
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territory.  Thirdly, the aforementioned jurisdictional change is relevant to a common feature of 

the three unions being studied as they all operate exclusively in the Fair Work (federal) 

jurisdiction.  This commonality leads to the suggestion that other unions that operate wholly or 

mainly within the federal jurisdiction may also seek to centralise functions if they are in similar 

circumstances of declining membership.  Fourthly, there is a real risk to unions in centralising 

power.  This risk is largely that decisions concerning important issues that pertain to union 

campaigns may be taken further away from the membership, both physically and 

metaphorically.  Finally, the use of technology is important to the centralisation of functions 

and can be used to improve the input that members have in the operation of their union. 

 

The conclusion, contained in Chapter 9 of this thesis, discussed the contribution made to the 

existing body of literature.  Much has been written about the decline in union membership and 

major strategies adopted by the union movement in response to that decline (Bodman 1998; 

Boyer 1995; Bramble 1995; Bramble 2001; Bramble 2008; Bray et al 2005; Bronfenbrenner 

1998; Carter 2000; Conrow and Delp 1999; Cooper 2001; Davis 1986; Goldfield 1987; Hyman 

2004; Peetz 1998; Pocock 1998; Peetz and Pocock 2009; Pocock and Houghton 2007; Simms 

and Holgate 2008; Wooden 2000).  In Australia, the two major strategic responses have been 

the process of amalgamation that was overseen by the ACTU in the late 1980s and early 1990s, 

closely followed by the adoption of the organising model (Bodman 1998; Dabscheck 1995; 

Jerrard and Le Queux 2013; Peetz 1998; Sappey et al 2006; Watson et al 2003).  These two 

major strategies are intricately interconnected with the centralisation of functions in the three 

case studies covered by this thesis.  The conclusion highlights potential dangers associated with 

centralisation, in particular that centralisation has the capacity to take decision making further 

away from the union membership.  Chapter 9 also identifies other potential areas of research 

that arise out the question asked and answered by this thesis. 
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As previously mentioned, the following chapter is the literature review that will contextualise 

the research undertaken in this thesis.  This thesis will contribute to that literature by 

undertaking an extensive examination of the recent strategies adopted by three large Australian 

unions.  The consistent themes throughout this thesis are declining union membership and 

strategies adopted by Australian unions to address that decline.  Accordingly, the following 

literature review focuses on the existing literature within the discipline of industrial relations, 

and associated disciplines, in relation to declining union membership, union amalgamation and 

the adoption of the organising model by Australian unions. 
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Chapter 2 

Literature Review 
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Introduction 
 

The research question being posed by this thesis is what has given rise to the centralisation of 

functions within three Australian unions?  This primary research question will be approached 

in the context of relevant literature concerning declining union membership and various union 

renewal strategies.  The emergence of an apparent strategy, amongst some Australian unions, 

of centralising a range of functions within their respective national organisations is 

contextualised within an existing body of literature.  Existing literature does not however, to 

any significant extent, concern itself with the concept of an internal restructure within unions 

facing on-going declining membership.  It will be this absence of analysis of the restructuring 

of unions, and of Australian unions in particular, that this thesis will seek to contribute to a 

broader understanding of union renewal strategies. 

 

Union movements have responded to the decline in membership in a number of ways.  Two of 

the specific responses relevant to this thesis have been for unions to amalgamate and to adopt 

strategies aligned to the organising model.  Literature concerning those two major responses is 

applicable to the strategies adopted by the unions covered by this thesis, and, accordingly 

informs the research in this thesis. 

 

The little that has been written about internal union restructuring assists with providing a 

definition necessary for the research question in this thesis and the first section of this chapter 

is devoted to those definitions.  Declining union membership is of concern to the study of 

industrial relations, and the context of declining union membership is considered to provide 

the framework for, and justification of, union restructuring.  Following the decline of union 

membership, the first response adopted by the Australian trade union movement, 

amalgamation, is considered.  Literature both in an Australian and international perspective 
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expounds the reasons for, and consequences of, union amalgamation.  As is stated elsewhere 

throughout this thesis, the similarity between amalgamation and restructuring makes this 

section of this chapter particularly instructive.  In considering union responses to declining 

membership, several authors use Michel’s iron law of oligarchy to contextualise union renewal 

strategies and a brief reflection on this topic introduces the second major response adopted by 

the Australian trade union movement, the wide scale, but not universal, adoption of the 

organising model.  A review of literature concerning the organising model is necessary to 

understand the tactical framework behind the various restructures considered in chapters five, 

six and seven of this thesis.  Finally, the small, and largely descriptive, literature concerning 

unions and the use of information and communication technology is contained in this review. 
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Union Restructuring  
 

Union restructuring may include the internal form, that is the primary concern of this thesis, 

and the external form including such matters as affiliation to peak councils, and merger of 

unions as is described as amalgamation later in this literature review (Behrens et al 2007:117).  

The affiliation question does not feature in this literature review; however, it will suffice to 

note that Australia has long had a singular, central peak council, the Australian Council of 

Trade Unions (ACTU) that has had a significant role to play in union renewal strategies, 

especially in overseeing and orchestrating the amalgamation process that took place in the 

1980s and 1990s (Griffin 2002: 11; Tomkins 1999:71: Hose and Rimmer 2002:527).  It is 

important for this research to distinguish between the internal restructures which have emerged 

in recent times from the highly centralised and orchestrated amalgamation process that took 

place in Australia in the late 1980s and early 1990s.  Rather than two (or more) existing unions 

merging together in the amalgamation process, the type of restructure being considered here 

results in the removal, or relegation, of the internal divisions that exist within Australian unions, 

that are typically based on state and territory boundaries2.  As the necessity for state branches 

lessens, as a result of changes to Australian industrial relations institutions, and the 

concentration of bargaining structures have become increasingly national in their focus, there 

is an apparent tendency for unions to centralise functions as a means of combating, or at least 

adapting to, a trend in declining membership.  By comparison to the pervasive nature of union 

amalgamation in Australia, the uptake of the internal restructure is considerably far less 

uniform amongst Australian unions and this sets internal restructuring apart from the 

                                                           
2 Australia has federal system of government comprising of a commonwealth, six states and two independent 

territories – see page v for a Map of Australia and its various jurisdictions. 
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amalgamation process.  Furthermore, in the Australian context, the restructuring that is the 

subject of this thesis has taken place decades after the amalgamation process of the late 1980s 

and early 1990s.  As will be noted, however, in the case study chapters, the restructure in at 

least one of the unions studied, the FSU, furthers the aims of that previous amalgamation 

process that took place in the early 1990s. 

 

Despite the differences in the fundamental characteristics discussed above, as an examination 

of the literature concerning union amalgamation will demonstrate, the objectives of both union 

amalgamation and internal restructures are markedly similar (Abrahamsson 1993:408; Behrens 

et al 2007:119).  Such factors as a perceived lack of bargaining power, the attainment of 

economies of scale and a response to the on-going decline of membership density are said to 

motivate amalgamation.  Behrens et al (2007:119) rightly make the comparison between 

restructuring and union amalgamation and justify the use of the extensive body of literature 

concerning union amalgamation as a framework to understand other, internal forms of union 

restructures.  Similar to union amalgamation, restructuring can be used to downsize to meet 

budgetary requirements and allocate resources to promote growth (Abrahamsson 1993:402; 

Behrens et al 2007:120).  Likewise, the justification of restructuring is the economies of scale 

that free resources for intensified recruitment campaigns (Abrahamsson 1993:408; Behrens et 

al 2007:131). 

 

Internal restructuring might be used by a national union to exercise authority over locals to 

shift the priorities of the union.  A shift in the balance of power within a union is important 

because, as we will see in the discussion concerning the adoption of the organising model, 

internal resistance to change is one of the most serious obstacles to union revitalisation 

(Behrens et al 2007:118-119).  The restructure is also an opportunity for union leadership to 
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advance the servicing capacity of the union with an emphasis placed on efficiency, improved 

services to members, new management techniques and further budgetary control 

(Abrahamsson 1993:402; Behrens et al 2007:127).  Through improved administration unions 

gain resources and organisation flexibility, more effective ways to process information to 

mobilise members and resources effectively and fit changing labour markets and bargaining 

structures (Abrahamsson 1993:406; Behrens et al 2007:132). 

 

The research in subsequent chapters confirms the intuitive apprehension that union restructures 

are motivated by necessity and more specifically a crisis in levels of Australian union 

membership in historically highly-unionised industries.  It follows that the literature concerning 

the decline in union membership is considered in this literature review. 
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The Decline in Union Membership 
 

It is well known that unions in Australia have suffered a decline in membership and influence 

in the last quarter of a century (Bodman 1998:18; Dabscheck 1995:123; Jerrard and Le Queux 

2013:62; Peetz 1998; Sappey et al 2006:299; Watson et al 2003:194).  The phenomenon of a 

decline in union membership is not restricted to Australia; however, it appears to have been 

most dramatic in English-speaking countries (Boyer 1995:547).  The membership decline has 

however been steeper in Australia than in other comparable countries (Alexander et al 

1998:664; Bodman 1998:10; Peetz and Pocock 2009:627).  As is well understood, the decline 

is attributed to changes in the nature and structure of industry; the change in attitude of 

employers and government; and a failure on the part of unions to deal with these changes 

(Bodman 1998:30; Boyer 1995; Bramble 1995; Bramble 2001; Bramble 2008; Bray et al 

2005:208; Bronfenbrenner 1998:21; Carter 2000:117; Conrow and Delp 1999; Cooper 2001; 

Davis 1986:123; Goldfield 1987:217; Hyman 2004; Peetz 1998:175; Pocock 1998; Peetz and 

Pocock 2009:627; Pocock and Houghton 2007; Simms and Holgate 2008; Wooden 2000;) 

 

It is apparent that the United States experienced a decline in union membership decades before 

other OECD nations (Lichtenstein 2002:142; Moody 1997:117; Peetz 1998:68).  Union density 

had always been lower in the United States than in other developed nations (Lipset 1971:9).  

The lower level of union density is partially explained by geographic variations in density 

within the United States with the former slave states of the South (the Sun Belt) continually 

having a much lower density than regions such as the North-West, Mid-Atlantic and Midwest 

(the Frost Belt) (Goldfield 1987:117; Lichtenstein 2002:147).  Many American unions had also 

developed a culture of running unions on behalf of members rather than encouraging the 
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democratic participation by membership (Lichtenstein 2002:141; Strauss 1977:227).  

Bronfenbrenner (1998:21) notes the various causes of union decline as “global competition, 

de-industrialisation, changes in workforce demographics, new works systems, deregulation, 

aggressive employer opposition and weak and poorly enforced labor laws”.  This range of 

factors that conspired to bring about the continual decline in union density in the United States, 

included job loss in unionised industries, as activity and employment declined in traditionally 

unionised industries such as heavy manufacturing, as well as the shifting of these activities to 

the non-union Sun Belt (Davis 1986:123; Goldfield 1987:117; Moody 1997:182).  Further, 

trade liberalisation and deregulation in product markets exacerbated the propensity for 

employers to avoid unions (Moody 1997:124).  Employers were assisted in this endeavour by 

a legislative regime that enabled employer opposition to attempts at unionisation and made 

secondary boycotts illegal (Davis 1986:122; Goldfield 1987:217; Lichtenstein 2002:164; 

Moody 1997:157/8). 

 

Cold war hysteria in the 1950s brought with it a suspicion of community movements that 

combined with a reluctance of American unions to embrace a broader social movement and in 

turn adversely impacted on the capacity or inclination of union leaders to organise (Lichtenstein 

2002:159; Moody 1997:157; Strauss 1977:227).  In this environment, business unionism3 

flourished and broader community campaigning was suppressed (Lipset 1971:9).  The already 

emboldened employers were further encouraged by President Reagan’s anti-union stance in the 

1980s (Bronfenbrenner 1998; Davis 1986:139).  This decline in membership density in the US 

has led to a crisis of legitimacy of the entire union movement (Peetz 1998:1)  

 

                                                           
3 An American term that describes a style of union leadership that only concerns itself with the immediate (or 

bread and butter) issues impacting upon its membership and not any broader community or societal matters 

(Yerbury and Karlsson 1992:42/3) 
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In other nations, conservative governments and employers have sought to emulate the US 

experience in terms of labour laws and employer hostility (Bronfenbrenner 1998:21; Peetz 

1998:183).  In the United Kingdom, union membership and power declined rapidly following 

the election of the Thatcher Government in 1979.  In the 20 years from 1979 to 1999, union 

density declined from 53 per cent to 28 per cent and collective bargaining coverage declined 

from 70 per cent of the workforce in 1980 to 45 per cent of the workforce in 1990 (Machin 

2000:631; Heery et al 2003:79).  Similar to the United States, the decline in union density and 

collective bargaining coverage was attributable to changes in conditions of the labour market, 

an increase in competitive pressures in product markets, changing composition of the 

workforce and increased hostility from employers and government (Bryson and Gomez 

2005:87; Machin 2000:631).  Much of the decline in union density in Britain is attributed to 

those workers who never joined a union, in particular the young and workers in new 

workplaces, rather than a wholesale de-unionisation of existing unionised workplaces (Bryson 

and Gomez 2005:87). 

 

New Zealand has traditionally been considered a reasonable comparator to Australia by virtue 

of similar culture, histories and, up until the 1990s, labour market regulation (Barry and Wailes 

2004:431).  The New Zealand labour movement also suffered a massive reduction in union 

density and influence in the 1990s (Cooper and May 2005:2; Peetz 1998:179).  As elsewhere, 

the New Zealand union movement simultaneously faced increasing hostility from employers 

and worsening of the political and legal framework within which they operated (Cooper and 

May 2005:2).  The Employment Contracts Act (ECA) was introduced in 1991 and its effect 

included the de-collectivisation of employment relations; a substantial reduction in union 

membership in less than five years, a reduction in collective bargaining coverage, the collapse 

of multi-employer bargaining and reduction in employee benefits (Harbridge and Crawford 
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2000:34).  Business groups in New Zealand supported, and took advantage of, the removal of 

union security provisions that included the complete dismantling of the compulsory arbitration 

system, the promotion of individual contracts at the expense of collective bargaining, non-

union collective agreements and restrictions on union access to workplaces (Copper and May 

2005:3).  The repeal of the ECA was brought about by the election of a Labour Government 

and the introduction of the Employment Relations Act 2000 (ERA).  Whilst the ERA halted 

the decline in union membership immediately after its introduction, the level of collective 

bargaining coverage and conditions lost during the ECA era did not return (Harbridge et al 

2003:140). 

 

Similar environmental factors such as structural change in the labour market, anti-union 

governments and concerted employer campaigns to remove union presence and influence were 

replicated in Australia (Bodman 1998:30; Peetz et al 2002:84; Sappey et al 2006:299).  The 

existence of anti-union governments and a shift in the attitude of employers towards unions 

will be demonstrated in a specific chapter that sets out the historical circumstances within 

Australian industrial relations which contextualises this research (Chapter 4), and in the various 

case study chapters (Chapters 5, 6 and 7).  In Australia, structural change within the labour 

market has manifested in privatisation, outsourcing, de-regulation4 and the increasing 

prevalence of precarious and non-standard forms of employment (Balnave et al 2007:403; 

Bodman 1998:19; Bray et al 2005:39; Peetz 2008; Richardson and Harding 1999: 122; Sappey 

et al 2006:107; Teicher and Bryan 2013:20; Whitehouse 2004:239).  

 

                                                           
4 Some caution is used in applying the term de-regulation to the experience in the Australian labour market as 

much of the deliberate “reform” by conservative governments has involved extensive re-regulation. 
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A specific and particular problem for the union movement in Australia was a reliance, or even 

dependency, on the arbitration system (Bodman 1998:18; Griffin and Scarcebrook 1990; 

Howard 1983; Peetz et al 2002:87 cf Gahan 1996).  The combination of arbitration and closed 

shops lent themselves to “servicing” (Peetz et al 2007:152).  The arbitration system gave unions 

an automatic recognition and the ability to make union membership a condition of employment 

and this meant that Australian unions did not have to organise membership (Peetz 2012a).  

Servicing, as opposed to organising, is blamed for creating a passive membership and an 

absence of union activity at a workplace level, such as an effective union delegate.  The 

presence of a union delegate at the workplace has been established as mitigating against the 

decline in union membership compared to workplaces where there is not an active union 

presence (Alexander et al 1998:6/82; Balnave et al 2005:142; Bodman 1998:39; Bray et al 

2005:208; Peetz 1998:122; Pekerek 2009:158).  The coexistence of this reliance on an 

arbitration system by the Australian trade union movement, along with an associated weakness 

in workplace structures, means that the removal of institutional support for union membership 

has had a significant impact in Australia (Balnave et al 2005:123; Bodman 1998:18; Jerrard 

and Le Queux 2013:52/3; Peetz 1998:85; Rimmer 2004:311). 

 

As previously mentioned, the decline in union membership has brought with it a range of 

strategic responses on the part of the union movement and much of this literature has been 

critical of the union movement for its perceived inactivity (Bodman 1998:37; Bowden 2009; 

Bronfenbrenner 1998:21; Bronfenbrenner and Juravich 1998).  Bramble (2001) (2008) and 

others (e.g. Kenyon and Lewis as cited in Alexander, Green and Wilson 1998:664) are critical 

of the Australian union movement for the policy described by those authors as corporatist5 and 

                                                           
5 Corporatism may not be an appropriate description of union policy during the Accord era as in a technical 

sense Capital was not represented in the same way as Labour was through the ACTU (Bray et al 2005:80).  

Nonetheless the era describes a period of time in which the relationship between the federal Labor Government 

and ACTU was very close (Balnave et al 2007:124; Hancock 2014:286). 
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consider that this policy is responsible for atrophy in Australian unions that either caused or 

greatly contributed to the decline in membership experienced in the 1990s.  This period of time 

is associated with an Accord between the ACTU and federal Labor Governments between 1983 

and 1996, in which the Accord was renegotiated six times (Dabscheck 1995:20; Peetz and 

Bailey 2012:528). 

 

The cornerstone of the Accord was wage restraint that was exercised by the affiliates of the 

ACTU to obtain a range of macro-economic objectives, in particular the control of inflation 

(Buchanan et al 2014:297; Hancock 2014:274; Harley 2004:345; Peetz and Bailey 2014:529; 

Sappey et al 2006:320).  In return for this wage restraint, the concept of a social wage was 

developed, wherein broader social policy such as universal health care and occupational 

superannuation were able to be introduced (Balnave et al 2007:241; Bray et al 2005:78; 

Buchanan et al 2014:298; Hancock 2014:280; Peetz and Bailey 2012:528; Watson et al 

2003:107).  Notably the Accord era is marked with both a decline in the level, in terms of both 

frequency and duration, of industrial action (Bray et al 2005:311; Harley 2004:339) as well as 

a substantial increase in the influence the trade union movement had over policy making at a 

national level (Balnave et al 2007:124; Hancock 2014:286).  Whilst the Accord era is criticised 

for causing the union movement to weaken, as mentioned above, the point is also well made 

that we are unable to ascertain what might have happened to the level of union membership in 

this period had it not been for the level of influence exercised by the ACTU (Bray et al 

2005:80).  The wage restraint associated with the Accord, and the attitude adopted by the 

Australian Industrial Relations Commission eventually contributed to the withdrawal of union 

support for the system of centralised wage fixation and the introduction of the system of 

enterprise bargaining that remains the central focus of the Australian industrial relations system 

(Balnave et al 2007:241; Dabscheck 1995:22; Hancock et al 2014:277; Peetz and Bailey 
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2012:528; Rowse 2004:49; Watson et al 2003:205).  Chapter 4 will provide greater detail of 

the decentralisation of the Australian industrial relations system and the shift to enterprise 

bargaining that commenced toward the end of Accord era. 

 

There is little doubt that declining membership has been the primary driving force behind all 

of the union renewal strategies adopted in Australia.  Put simply, without a decline in 

membership unions would see less need to restructure and would be less inclined to undertake 

expensive and potentially acrimonious exercises. 

 

Earlier in this chapter we discussed the difference between an amalgamation of two or more 

unions and the internal restructure within an existing union.  Given the similarity of the drivers 

of Amalgamation and Centralisation (Bodman 1998:39), it is unsurprising that the criticisms 

of restructures that have taken place in the three unions covered by this thesis bear a remarkable 

resemblance to earlier criticisms of the process of amalgamating unions.  Therefore, that the 

body of literature concerning union amalgamation is reviewed for the purpose of 

contextualising the research in this thesis. 
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Amalgamation  
 

The causes of amalgamation between unions can be considered as falling into three major 

categories: organisational, political and economic (Tomkins 1999:62; Waddington 1988:416).  

The organisational factors might also be considered the micro- (or internal) aspects of the 

decision to amalgamate with the political and economic factors being the macro- (or external) 

aspects (Davis 1999:5; Griffin 2002:7).  This delineation between micro- and macro- is of 

significance as the micro- elements are the only ones with which the membership of a union 

could be said to have any influence.  The delineation is also of significance as history indicates 

that the pressures from the macro- elements will always over-ride internal opposition at the 

micro- level (Waddington 1988:415).  That is, the continued existence of the union will take 

precedence over concerns in relation to its democratic operation, a tendency that has the 

potential to be counter-productive towards its principal aim.  If members consider the union to 

operate less democratically, that might lessen their propensity to join, or remain members. 

 

When considering the utility of unions amalgamating, it is possible to confuse efficiency and 

effectiveness.  To consider efficiency in a union context, it is appropriate to consider the inputs 

and outputs of a union.  Its outputs are collective in nature along with the provision of 

information and support to a group of workers.  It may well be that a union operating more 

efficiently in a financial sense, does not necessarily operate in the best interests of its members, 

particularly given that the outputs will be difficult to measure.  The ability of a union member, 

or group of members, to influence the decisions made by the union leadership declines as the 

size of the union increases (Davis 1999:10; Gill and Griffin 1981:369; Offe 1985).  Therefore, 
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in the name of efficiency, the amalgamation process has the potential to decrease the level of 

control exercised by the union membership, or significant parts thereof. 

 

One of the principal organisational factors that could lead a number of unions to amalgamation 

is a perceived or real lack of bargaining strength on the part of the members of a small union 

(Peetz 1998:134; Tomkins 1999:62; Waddington 1988:412).  This was certainly a view held in 

relation to Australian unions prior to the amalgamation process that commenced towards the 

end of the 1980s and Chapter 4 will consider the specific aspects of the Australian experience.  

If the members of the small union join forces with the larger union, it is implied that the 

additional resources of the larger organisation would provide greater support for this group of 

workers and the collective experience of the officials of the larger organisation will provide a 

benefit for members of the smaller organisation (Balnave et al 2006:147; Davis 1999:8; Peetz 

1998:133). 

 

A driving organisational factor, particularly in times of falling union membership, is a union’s 

budgetary position and to that end, the achievement of economies of scale is also a purported 

benefit of an amalgamated union (Balnave et al 2006:147; Griffin 2002:10; Peetz 1998:143; 

Tomkins 1999:62).  Having regard to the problems associated with the measurement of union 

outputs, it is difficult to reconcile how such economies are measured (Davis 1999:19).  

Presuming diminishing costs per member, it follows that the larger the organisation, the lower 

the relative cost of servicing members.  Additionally, the duplication of assets and 

administration that would be the case of two organisations running side by side would be 

eliminated.  The economic power derived from being a larger purchaser of goods and services 

provides for further economies of scale and it is possible that the amalgamated union would 

have the capacity to purchase goods and services that the smaller union was not able to afford.  
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By having larger workforces and greater resources, amalgamated unions would be able to 

employ specialist staff with expert knowledge and skills in particular disciplines.  The 

amalgamated union would be better able to provide for specialisation by a division of labour 

thereby increasing the level of skill and service available to union members (Bray et al 

2005:217; Dabscheck 1995:134; Davis 1999:8; Jerrard and Le Queux 2013:48; Tomkins 

1999:62). 

 

Aligned to the strategies associated with the organising model, one further organisational factor 

is that an amalgamated union would by virtue of its size be able to provide more resources for 

recruiting members (Davis 1999:8).  Fundamental to the strategy of centralisation is the shared 

services that could be centrally located, such as the use of one call centre to answer all member 

enquiries (irrespective of the state in which the member is located) from a remote location.  The 

aggregate number of employees of the union required nationally, along with their associated 

overheads (such as floor space), could be drastically reduced by one national centre, as opposed 

to a duplication of centres of various size in each state and territory.  Closely linked with this 

example of dealing with servicing enquiries at a central level, is the ability to free organisers 

to spend more time recruiting and developing activism at a workplace level (Shostak 2002:241; 

Lee 2000:60). 

 

The most obvious external factor that creates a propensity for union amalgamation is a decline 

in membership and the associated financial problems this would cause.  A corollary to the 

decline in membership is that amalgamation allows the larger organisation to expand its 

membership by expanded coverage (Dabscheck 1995:135; Davis 1999:6; Jerrard and Le Queux 

2013:48; Peetz 1998: 143; Tomkins 1999:62; Waddington 1988:419).  The decline in union 

membership is without doubt a driver in the trend towards centralisation, and proponents of 
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centralisation also rely heavily on the decline in union membership to justify such decisions.  

Proponents of centralisation will argue in favour of consolidating resources thereby freeing 

officials to recruit members, however the underlying reason might also be to maintain a 

necessary size within the union as an organisation, to maintain a level of service to members, 

and to be able to procure an adequate standard of services from external providers (for example 

lawyers, IT providers, auditors and other professional services).  It is as if there is a size below 

which a union, as an organisation, cannot go and still be able to operate effectively. 

 

At the political level the position of the unions, their officials and the rank and file members is 

a significant consideration in the decision to amalgamate.  It has been noted that amalgamation 

will often take place between political or factional allies rather than unions with naturally 

similar membership (Dabscheck 1995:126; Jerrard and Le Queux 2013:53).  The relationships 

and extent of competition between unions will also play a major role in determining the 

necessity or desirability of an amalgamation (Dabscheck 1995:127; Tomkins 1992:62).  The 

destructive nature of demarcation disputes provides motivation for their avoidance and 

amalgamation is one process by which demarcation disputes might be avoided or at least 

reduced (Dabscheck 1995:85; Peetz 1998:182).  The position adopted by employers will also 

be germane to the propensity to amalgamate (Davis 1999:6) and one could anticipate some 

support from employers for a reduction in the possibility of demarcation disputes and a 

reduction in the number of unions with which employers would be required to negotiate, but 

employer support for union amalgamation should not be presumed.  Similarly, it is quite 

possible to predict that national employers (such as is the case in the finance sector for example) 

will be more positively disposed towards dealing with one union organisation rather than 

disparate state branches that might have competing agendas and priorities.  Likewise, the CPSU 

has reorganised on divisional lines that reflect the agency that employs their members rather 
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than the state in which a member lives (O’Brien and O’Donnell 2008:641).  This CPSU 

reorganisation that will be discussed at length in chapter 5 is based largely on employer 

imposed bargaining structures and is a product of enterprise bargaining. 

 

Of significance to the case of the Australian round of amalgamations in the early 1990s, the 

role of peak councils and the State are also crucial to the propensity to amalgamate (Bodman 

1998:24; Bray et al 2005:215; Jerrard and Le Queux 2013:48; Tomkins 1999:62).  As was the 

case in Australia for some time, conservative Governments could make the process for 

amalgamation sufficiently difficult for it to be considered unjustifiable for unions to participate, 

and conversely legislative change could be used by a sympathetic Government to promote 

amalgamation as a policy (Griffin 2002:8).  The existence, emergence or threat of an anti-union 

regime also gives motivation to unions to amalgamate (Tomkins 1999:6).  A cohesive union 

movement will also assist in the development of corporatist policies.  A small number of highly 

coordinated unions will provide for much easier cooperation with the state as was a hallmark 

of the Accord era in Australia (Griffin 2002:12; Tomkins 1999:64). 

 

Chapter 4 deals with Australian historical context and includes substantial discussion 

concerning the ACTU’s dominant role in the wave of amalgamations in Australia in the late 

1980s and early 1990s (Griffin 2002: 11; Tomkins 1999:71: Hose and Rimmer 2002:527).  

Amalgamation is said to be a top down policy (Waddington 1998 412) but in Australia the 

amount of influence exercised by the ACTU was remarkable (Bramble 2001:12).  ACTU 

policy objectives were drawn from the features apparent at that time in Western Europe; a 

central Accord between the union movement and Government, a strong workplace presence 

for unions; an industry-based union structure and a small number of large unions (Davis 

1999:8). 



32 
John R Martin PhD Thesis December 2016 

 

As will be seen in later chapters dealing with the case studies in this thesis, the arguments for 

and against restructuring bear an uncanny resemblance to those associated with union 

amalgamation.  Economic imperatives and bargaining structures will drive restructures but 

opponents of restructures will argue that they break down solidarity and take the union’s 

membership further away from the leadership of the union.  Moreover, the restructures that 

have led to centralisation of functions have also sought to give full effect to economies of scale 

promised by amalgamation. 

 

Perhaps the most forthright criticisms of union amalgamation as a strategy are its anti-

democratic nature and its capacity to dilute occupational solidarity (Gill and Griffin 1981:371; 

Griffin 2002:13; Hose and Rimmer 2002:538).  Contemporary literature connects strategic 

decisions to arrest the decline in union membership that has been experienced in recent years, 

with breaking Michels’ iron law of oligarchy (1978) as will be seen in the next section of this 

Chapter.  A considerable amount of this literature is devoted to the need to shift strategic 

direction for the union movement for it to be revitalised and regain some influence.  The 

leadership of unions without apparent regard for the welfare of their members illustrates some 

of the hallmarks of the iron law of oligarchy (Pocock 1998:21; Voss and Sherman 2000:310).  

Moreover, the narrow focus of business unionism has been held to retard the capacity of unions 

to react to an increasingly hostile environment (Bronfenbrenner et al 1998:6; Fletcher and Hurd 

1998:38; Fletcher and Hurd 1998:52; Simms and Holgate 2008:3; Voss and Sherman 

2000:310).  A range of factors within the external environment faced by unions has led to a 

decline in union membership and penetration in almost all advanced capitalist economies but 

most notably the United States (Bowden 2009:138; Fiorito 2004:21; Voss and Sherman 

2000:303). 
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Breaking the Iron Law of Oligarchy 
 

Subsequent chapters will demonstrate that a primary critique of a restructure that centralises 

functions within the various unions covered by this thesis is that it will, by definition, take the 

running of the union further away from the membership.  The iron law of oligarchy has been 

used to contextualise union renewal strategies, particularly in the United States (Fletcher and 

Hurd 1998:38; Lipset et al 1956; Voss and Sherman 2000:306) but also in Australia (Pocock 

1998:18). 

 

However, if used effectively to increase member activism, a restructure might provide the 

opportunity to ameliorate oligarchic tendencies within unions: 

“In contrast to the ‘old institutions’, many of whom were inspired by Robert Michels 

and the iron law of oligarchy, the potential power of restructuring is viewed here as 

infusing a commitment to dynamic change into the union.  In other words, if structural 

change helps labour overcome strategic rigidity and accept innovation, then there is 

clearly progress in this dimension” (Behrens et al 2007:132). 

 

According to the iron law of oligarchy, as organisations such as unions grow, they become less 

democratic and the rank and file membership control of the union becomes increasingly 

“fictitious” (Michels 1978:34).  Democracy is said to work better in smaller organisations 

(Lipset et al 1956:3; Hyman 1975:70).  Hyman (1975) provides a further and more radical 

dimension to explaining the bureaucratic behaviour that occurs in unions.  As a union develops 

as an institution, the problems and needs of the institution may not necessarily coincide with 

that of the membership.  Pressure will come from outside the organisation because the effective 
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workings of the union will by necessity “disrupt the normal workings of a capitalist economic 

system”.  It therefore follows that those with power within a society will use this power to have 

decisions made contrary to the interests of the union’s membership (Hyman 1975:67).  It is 

worthy of note that Hyman does qualify his commentary by rightly pointing out that the level 

of bureaucracy in trade unions is fairly limited by comparison to large corporations and 

Government agencies. 

 

Lipset et al (1956) sought to demonstrate an exception to iron law of oligarchy by a study of 

the International Typographical Union (ITU).  One of the distinctions drawn between the ITU 

and other unions thought to be less democratic was the way in which it had been organised 

from ground up (Lipset et al 1956:20) rather than the top down.  Early unions in Britain were 

said to have been created from the bottom up with the rank and file grudgingly giving power 

to officials (Hyman 1975:70).  Interestingly and importantly for the point of comparison, those 

smaller, more democratic unions were largely based on a sense of community of occupation 

(Hyman 1975:69).   

 

As previously noted, a number of scholars have used the iron law of oligarchy to contextualise 

union renewal strategies.  The principal policy prescription to renew union membership in 

Australia has been the adoption of the organising model (Peetz et al 2007:152).  The organising 

model was prescribed as policy to reinvigorate union activity particularly with respect to the 

active involvement of union members and activists.  Moreover, the organising model has been 

adopted as policy by all of the unions that are covered by this thesis and this literature review 

now turns to a discussion of the organising model. 
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The Organising Model 
 

Given the relatively early onset of declining union membership in the United States, it is not 

surprising that the organising model has its origins there, within what has been described as an 

extremely hostile terrain (Balnave et al 2007:142; Bronfenbrenner et al 1998:17; Conrow and 

Delp 1999:42; de Turberville 2004:776; Fiorito 2004:22; Gahan and Bell 1999:11; Heery et al 

2000:38).  The organising model emphasises empowerment of members and campaigning 

about collective issues (Burchielli and Bartram 2009:689; Bronfenbrenner and Juravich 

1998:25; Cooper 2001:435; de Turberville 2004:777; Fiorito 2004:23; Fletcher and Hurd 

1998:38; Jarley, Fiorito and Delaney 2000:244; Hanley and Holland 2003:4; Peetz et al 

2007:152; Turner 1998:133; Voss and Sherman 2000:310). 

 

As will be seen in subsequent chapters, the organising model has enjoyed considerable 

currency within the Australian labour movement.  The organising model has its origins in 

academic dialogues advocating wide-spread change in order to halt or even reverse the decline 

in union membership and from its very beginning, there would almost appear to be an 

assumption that a transfer to organising is the only correct path for unions to follow 

(Bronfenbrenner and Juravich 1998; Cohen and Hurd 1998; Conrow and Delp 1999:42; 

Fletcher and Hurd 1998; Nissen 1998; Turner 1998).  The academic literature stressed the 

significance of the organising model and accordingly proffered some optimism for the future 

of unions from it (Bronfenbrenner et al 1998:17).  That optimism may well have been 

misplaced as the results have been far from comprehensive despite the wide-spread adoption 

of the model (de Turberville 2009:41; Hickey et al 2010), particularly in Australia (Balnave et 

al 2007:143; Bowden 2009:138; Griffin and Moors 2004:46).  Importantly the proponents of 
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the organising model shied away from describing the organising model as a theory, thereby 

avoiding any criticism for the model’s lack of predictability.  Alternatively the adoption of the 

organising model in practice may have been only “lip service” and the failure of unions to reap 

the benefits of the organising model is because of an improper or incomplete implementation 

of the strategy (Peetz et al 2007; cf de Turberville 2009). 

 

The organising model is described as a process by which unionism is reinvigorated by a 

concentration of the recruitment and active involvement of members and delegates (or 

activists) at a workplace level (Balnave et al 2007:142; Bray et al 2005:218; Peetz et al 

2007:152).  The organising model advocates unions focusing heavily upon those issues that are 

within their control including organising within the broader community and at an industry 

level, and greater cohesion between the various actors within the union movement so that 

individual locals are seen as part of a broader movement (Bronfenbrenner and Juravich 

1998:18).  It has been noted that there is no uniform strategy for the adoption of the organising 

model (Hickey et al 2010:54; Peetz 2007:155) prompting the question to be asked whether 

there is an actual organising “model” given its diverse application by unions proclaiming to 

applying its principles (Simms and Holgate 2008:1). 

 

Organising both as a philosophy and practice is contrasted with “servicing” and in the mind of 

its advocates; the organising model wholly differentiates itself from servicing (Balnave et al 

2007:142; Bray et al 2005:219; Bronfenbrenner and Juravich 1998:19; Carter 2006:416; 

Cooper 2001:423; Fiorito, 2004:23; Fletcher and Hurd 1998:38; Heery et al 2000:39; Hickey 

et al 2010:55).  This differentiation will be considered in detail in terms of the restructures of 

the various unions throughout the respective case study chapters.  Critical to the successful 

application of the organising model is the separation of functions described as servicing, which 
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largely refers to specific issues undertaken on behalf of individual members (Burchielli and 

Bartram 2009:697; Griffin and Moors 2004:46; Cooper 2001:427; de Turberville 2004:779; 

Fiorito 2004:23; Fletcher and Hurd 1998:46; Hanley and Holland 2003:4; Heery et al 2000:39; 

Peetz et al 2007:52).  Servicing has been described as when paid officials deliver the results 

for a passive and disinterested membership (Peetz et al 2007:152; Cooper 2001:435).  Or worse 

still, servicing represents the suppression of rank and file involvement in decisions that will 

impact upon union members (Fletcher and Hurd 1998:38).  Either by virtue of a misplaced 

paternalism or an outright conflict of interests, servicing has been vilified by some as the paid 

union official “knowing best” and acting contrary to wishes and/or interests of the union’s 

membership. 

 

Grievance handling is traditionally a major and time-consuming function performed by the 

Australian union official (Cooper 2001:426; Peetz et al 2007:158).  One of the principal means 

of combating the workload issue that is said to be brought about by the organising model is the 

splitting of functions of organising and servicing thus enabling the organiser to concentrate on 

organising (Cooper 2001:426).  To build union power the organising model also advocates that 

unions place less emphasis on individual grievances (Fletcher and Hurd 1998:52).  Call centres 

are a common method adopted to centralise and specialise the servicing function (Griffin and 

Moors 2004:46; Cooper 2001:427). 

 

Whilst the differentiation between servicing functions and organising activities has proved 

instructive for the reorganisation of unions to have a more acute and effective organising focus, 

as will be seen in later chapters, too much focus has been placed on esoteric arguments between 

what is organising and what is servicing (Bray et al 2005:219; Simms and Holgate 2008:11).  

Even worse, many proponents of the organising model have mistakenly thought that servicing 
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has no place in modern unionism.  By denying the existence or need for servicing it could well 

be argued that some union officials have denied their union’s raison d'etre and alienated 

membership or potential membership by an obsession as to whether functions performed by 

unions or their respective officials are “organising” or “servicing” when such nomenclature 

means little to the union member.  It may well be that some of the “services” offered by unions 

are what motivates members to join.  A complete abrogation of servicing, that appeared to be 

advocated in early incarnations of the organising model, may have been counterproductive in 

this regard. 

 

The Table 2.1 is indicative of the divergence in approach and philosophy between organising 

and servicing: 

 

Table 2.1: Comparing the Servicing and Organising Models 

 

Servicing Model Organising Model 

1. Union leadership solves problems for members on basis of 

complaints and requests. 

1. Stimulates and involves members in problem solving in 

group process or collective action. 

2. Total reliance on grievance and negotiation process. 2. Not limited to bargaining process. 

3. Passive membership or limited to leadership requests for 

cooperation. 

3. Commitment to education, communications and participation 

in the union. 

4. Reliance on specialists, experts and union staff. 4. Development and dependence on members’ skills and 

abilities. 

5. Secretive and closed communication 5. Information sharing and open channels, communication 

channels 

6. Centralised and top heavy organisational structure 6. Decentralised organisational structure 

7. Dependent on management, reactive. 7. Independent of management, proactive. 

8. Makes distinction between internal and external activities. 8. Makes no distinction between internal and external 

organising activities. 

 

Source Simms, M and J. Holgate (2008)  
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As will be discussed regarding the proposed methodology, the preceding table provides a sound 

basis for considering the extent to which a union is in fact applying the “organising model”.  

Of particular relevance to the case at hand are comparators 4 and 6 from Table 2.1.  Comparator 

4 would dictate that the organising model would, by adoption of appropriate strategies, seek to 

reduce the specialisation associated with full-time officialdom.  A common theme concerning 

the organising model is the impact it has on the workload of organisers (Cooper 2001:423).  By 

continuing to service members, organisers are unable to build union power at a workplace and 

recruit new members.  A central theme of the research in this thesis is the use of centralised 

call centres by unions.  The use of a central call centre has been adopted by all three unions as 

part of their respective restructures to split servicing and organising functions.  It has been 

argued by some opponents of the various restructures, that the centralisation of functions within 

a national call centre represents taking the operations of the union further away from the rank 

and file membership.  The obvious critique of the various rule changes is that they represent 

exercises in centralising power.  Alternatively, the centralisation of servicing functions, not 

only provides for economies of scale in a national organisation, but also (and perhaps more 

importantly) frees organisers from such time-consuming distractions and allows organisers to 

concentrate on the development of activists at a workplace level (Fletcher and Hurd 1998:46).  

Individual issues can be dealt with in centralised location where specialised personnel are able 

to provide responses and advice to members. 

 

There are said to be at least four essential features for the adoption of the organising model by 

a union: i) the existence and perception of a crisis in membership levels; ii) cultural change; 

iii) leadership support for the change and iv) acceptance by the membership (Balnave et al 

2007:143; Carter 2000:132; Griffin and Moors 2004:42).  It is essential for the union as an 

organisation to not only be in a state of crisis but for that crisis to be recognised in order for the 
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union to embrace the organising model (Griffin and Moors 2004:41).  This is of relevance as 

it will be demonstrated that all of the unions covered by this thesis have suffered significant 

and sustained reductions in membership similar to most Australian unions.  Moreover the 

differing approaches to union governance can also be distinguished by virtue of the confidence 

displayed by union leaders in rank and file members.  By instilling in members the abilities and 

self-confidence to make important decisions, union power can be built at a workplace level 

(Carter 2006:416; Peetz and Pocock 2009:648). 

 

It is not unusual for unions to experience less than universal support amongst members and 

staff for the cultural change that is said to be needed to permeate every aspect of the union’s 

activities (Bronfenbrenner and Juravich 1998:24).  Internal resistance to the organising model 

will be required to be overcome, if necessary, by the removal of officials who stand in the way 

(Fletcher and Hurd 1998:48/49).  In an Australian context, the existence of state branches, 

particularly state branches not enthusiastic about the adoption of the organising model, might 

prove to be an impediment to the cultural change necessary to successfully implement an 

organising approach.  This reluctance on the part of some branches, provides a potential 

explanation for the abolition or diminution of a state branch within a union’s national structure. 

 

The irony of the top-down approach required to have leadership support has been noted, 

however, it is stressed as an essential feature for the organising model to stand a chance 

(Behrens et al 2007:129; Cooper 2001:423; Fletcher and Hurd 1998:52; Peetz 2007:165).  The 

successful implementation of the organising model will however require a more comprehensive 

approach and this top down approach is best combined with grass roots campaigns that involve 

and resonate with union members (Carter 2006:420; Hickey et al 2010:516; Peetz and Pocock 

2009:648).  The union leadership will battle the self-interest and inertia of bureaucracy within 
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the existing union structure as well as challenges to the leadership’s legitimacy in making 

change (Bronfenbrenner and Juravich 1998:19; Fletcher and Hurd 1998:50; Griffin and Moors 

2004:41; Cooper 2001:427).  In the Australian context, it also suggested it is not enough to 

have the support of the national office of a union but it is essential to have the full support of 

branches of the union as well (Griffin and Moors 2004:42).  Delegate ‘burn out’ and concern 

for the victimisation of activists are also a predictable consequence of a greater focus at the 

workplace level (Fletcher and Hurd 1998:43; Peetz et al 2007:160).  It is also natural for union 

members to have a fear of, and aversion to, conflict that is associated with the adoption of the 

organising model (Cohen and Hurd 1998:179; Fletcher and Hurd 1998:52). 

 

In order for the organising model to be accepted by the membership, it is essential that they be 

educated in the associated principles and practices (Griffin and Moors 2004:42; Conrow and 

Delp 1999:43; Peetz and Pocock 2009:630).  Resistance on the part of the membership will be 

typical because members in highly unionised areas are used to seeing an organiser whenever 

they call for one and not being able to understand the need for “their” organiser to be planning 

for or recruiting in new growth areas (Cooper 2001:427). 

 

The encouragement of workplace activism could well be dangerous for the incumbent 

leadership in unions.  For this reason, some officials will demonstrate less than full support for 

the adoption of a model that would compel them to cease over-servicing their membership (and 

power base) and compel attempts to organise and recruit new and emerging workplaces 

(Cooper 2001:432).  It is apparent that this level of opposition to an organising culture at a 

branch level, to some extent motivated restructures within the unions covered by this thesis.  

The propensity of unions to so restructure in order to maximise the impact of the adoption of 

the organising model is also of particular relevance to this research.  Cooper (2001) studied the 
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restructuring of a large white collar union that resulted in national sections of the union that 

were based on the industry of the employers with which that union dealt, that were said to be 

controversial with the leadership of the existing state-based structures.  It is apparent that union 

structure is emerging as an important aspect of the comprehensive implementation of a renewal 

strategy within national unions.  As we have seen from the discussion concerning union 

restructuring, a primary purpose of a restructure may well be to remove resistance to renewal 

strategies.  In order to progress union renewal at a workplace level that requires confident rank 

and file members, it is necessary to have appropriate internal union structures: 

“without organizational and structural renewal, workplace renewal is almost 

impossible, precluded by the inertia of historical structures and resources allocation” 

(Peetz and Pocock 2009:630). 

 

The adoption of the organising model requires significant resources to be devoted to 

campaigning and recruitment functions (Jerrard and Le Queux 2013:53; Fletcher and Hurd 

1998:48).  Particularly when dealing with national employers, there is a strategic advantage for 

unions to be able to deploy resources in order to maximise campaigning outcomes.  The 

existence of state-based structures does not assist in the ability to freely position resources 

where they are needed.  Alternatively, the ability of a national organisation to utilise resources 

as it sees fit, has the potential for a reduction of local input into decisions as to how those 

resources are utilised. 

 

Given the heavy reliance on the organising model by all of the unions that are covered by this 

thesis, the literature concerning the organising model is also of significance to the centralisation 

of functions within the various unions.  The organising model dictates the substantial use of 

resources in campaigns against individual employers, and a centralised union far better enables 
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the effective deployment of resources on a national basis.  The organising model also dictates 

the splitting of the vital functions of organising and servicing.  The splitting of organising and 

servicing functions is seen as essential for the successful adoption of the organising model.  It 

is also the case that economies of scale ensue from the ability to centralise those servicing 

functions.  The use of technology enables this practice and the following section of the literature 

review considers the body of literature concerning unions and the use of technology. 
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Unions and Information and Communication Technology 
 

It is apparent that all of the unions that have centralised functions would not been able to do so 

effectively without the development of modern technology.  The emergence of certain 

information and communication technology (ICT) has enabled unions to operate more remotely 

from the workplace and arguably in a more effective and even democratic manner (Cockfield 

2003:2; Lee 2000:60; Chaison 2002:254; Gahan and Bell 1999:8: Shostak 2002:242).  The 

adoption of ICT as modus operandi is fertile ground for discussion as to the future of unionism. 

 

The body of literature on the topic of unions and their use of ICT is relatively small and does 

not provide a strong theoretical basis for understanding union restructures but is instructive for 

the purpose of illustrating some of the relevant enablers.  Literature on this topic is relevant to 

the question at hand for a number of reasons.  An investigation of that emerging body of 

literature reveals that many authors (Cockfield 2003:2; Lee 2000:60; Chaison 2002:254) have 

concerned themselves with the extent to which ICT has the capacity to enhance the democratic 

running of unions, a matter central to the debate about centralising functions in unions.  One 

of the most potent criticisms of the rule changes considered in this thesis are that the use of the 

call centre would make the union more remote from its membership, described on a blog as 

“call centre activism” (Vexnews 2008).  As Shostak (2002) states, the use of ICT is not and 

can never be the magic bullet to arrest the decline in union membership.  Nonetheless the use 

of ICT cannot be ignored by unionists, activists and academics (Shostak 2002:238). 

 

The first question to be answered is why would unions embrace ICT?  The answers to this 

simple question are many and varied.  Primarily the use of ICT can provide unions with access 

to employees whose demographics are consistent with areas identified as difficult for unions 
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to reach.  Women, young people and employees in non-standard forms of employment fall into 

this category and some of the perceived barriers to recruiting and/or approaching these 

employees can be overcome by the use of ICT (Cockfield 2003:2; Chaison 2002:250).  It is 

obvious that a younger generation will be more orientated towards twenty-first century ICT 

and it is said that a larger number of people presumably in non-standard forms of employment 

will be working from home (Chaison 2002:251).  The capacity to work from home could prove 

to be attractive to women who by and large still carry the burden for the majority of parental 

responsibilities (Pocock et al 2008:22).  Non-standard areas of employment have also been 

associated with a higher level of staff turnover that has caused difficulties for recruitment.  It 

is also suggested that the use of ICT might provide a means for unions to counter or in some 

way adapt to the environment in which workers are having less attachment to their union in 

both a physical and psychological sense (Chaison 2002:250). 

 

The capacity of the use of ICT to overcome geographical boundaries is highly relevant to this 

thesis as it examines the implications of centralisation.  ICT can be and is used to vastly 

improve communications (Cockfield 2003:2; Shostak 2002:239; Greer 2002:215).  This more 

efficient communication applies equally to communications within and outside of the union 

(Greer 2002:215).  In the case of external communications, the capacity to develop 

international relations and cooperation can be brought about by the use of ICT (Cockfield 

2003:2; Shostak 2002:240; Lee 2000:60; Greer 2002:217).  Lee (2000:61) also identifies the 

empowering aspect of ICT in that whilst unions have always had international federations, the 

dialogue between unions has traditionally been at the most senior levels of the union movement 

but the use of web sites and email enables workers from various nations to communicate in a 

way that has been hitherto unknown. 
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The unprecedented ability to reach an audience is coupled with a relatively low cost (Lee 

2000:60).  That is, the channels of communication for both the union as an organisation and 

the membership are opened with little associated cost.  Unions are able to use ICT to facilitate 

bargaining by providing this low cost information and advice to its members (Greer 2002:215).  

The speed and cost of email or short message service (SMS) compared to traditional post means 

that unions are able to undertake two way communications much more cheaply and effectively 

than had previously been the case.  In addition, the extra dimension that is of relevance to the 

case at hand is given this far greater, cheaper and more effective reach – does it really matter 

from where the message emanates?  This question directly goes to the relevance of state 

branches of a union in a technological age where state council meetings can be replaced with 

simultaneous correspondence on matters of importance to the membership.  Chapter 7 will 

specifically address the use of ICT by unions as a campaigning tool in the modern setting. 

 

Perhaps Michels question6 is answered to some extent by a central theme of the literature 

surrounding unions and the use of ICT providing the facility for greater accessibility of the 

leadership to the membership; decentralisation of decision making; greater participation by the 

membership in decision making processes and more effective membership participation (Greer 

2002:217, 226, 228).  The consensus would appear to demonstrate a view that ICT is generally 

positive for democracy (Cockfield 2003:2; Lee 2000:60; Chaison 2002:254), but Lee 

(2000:67/8) also illustrates an antipathy of ICT and its effect on democracy: 

“One should not exaggerate the democratizing potentials of the Internet for trade 

unions.  If the net were truly the great leveller, making everything transparent, giving 

out all the facts so propaganda and lies would become ineffective…The new technology 

                                                           
6 How would it be possible to assemble a multitude in a given place, at a stated time and with the frequency 

demand? 
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by itself can be used by insurgents and by entrenched bureaucracies – there is nothing 

about it that guarantees the success of democracy” 

 

Lucore (2002:213) provides a more optimistic assessment that: 

“Those unions that are more democratic and responsive will be best able to employ the 

new technologies, and those that employ the technologies will become more 

democratic”. 

 

Alternatively there is a view that ICT can be anti-democratic because of an erosion of the face 

to face nature of unionism and solidarity (Shostak 2002:242).  If unions become even more 

inward focused by virtue of the ability to avoid the membership by its use, then unions run the 

risk of becoming less relevant to the membership akin to what is described as “call centre-

activism”. It is noted that the capacity for chat rooms on union sites is very limited.  The 

implications of which is that members only get to see what the leadership wants them to see on 

union web sites (Cockfield 2003:6). 

 

ICT such as the internet also enables unions to garner support for particular industrial or 

political campaigns (Greer 2002:228; Shostak 2002:239).  Given the emphasis that is placed 

on community campaigning and the need to develop close links with community organisations 

by the organising model/activist strategy (Bramble 2001:7); the ability to garner community 

support for union campaigns provides an insightful link between the use of ICT and other union 

renewal strategies that are closely associated with the organising model.  ICT is also seen as a 

complementary instrument to the successful implementation of the organising model (Shostak 

2002:241; Lee 2000:60). 
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In addition to the aforementioned use of ICT to garner support from other community groups, 

ICT is a means by which a union can develop awareness and solidarity within its own 

membership (Cockfield 2003). 
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Conclusion 
 

A considerable amount has been written with respect to the two major strategies that have been 

adopted by the union movement in response to declining union membership – amalgamation 

and the adoption of the organising model.  These are relevant debates to this thesis because of 

the solid links between the adoption of the organising model and the centralisation of functions 

and the capacity to deploy resources into campaigns.  Similarly the proximity of debates 

concerning union restructures to that of the amalgamation process is remarkable.  The adoption 

of the organising model closely followed the process of amalgamation; however the principles 

of increasing democracy and decreasing bureaucracy within unions espoused by the organising 

model are, potentially at odds with the top down approach that brought about the amalgamation 

process.  The most patent manifestation of this contradiction is the centralisation of functions 

at a national level within the various unions covered by this thesis. 

 

Furthermore, the adoption of the organising model has impacted upon the governance of the 

unions covered by this thesis.  There is little doubt that the adoption of the organising model is 

inextricably linked to the restructures of those various unions.  One of the major principles of 

the organising model is to split organising and servicing thereby freeing organisers from 

dealing with individual grievances and enabling greater allocation of resources towards 

organising activities.  Technological advances and a more centralised, national industrial 

relations system (that will be discussed in Chapter 4) have further enabled the restructure that 

would split organising and servicing functions, and for the servicing functions to be 

concentrated at a national level.  However, the restructures that are deemed necessary to 

implement the organising model by providing for the capacity to allocate resources as 
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necessary, may in fact be contrary to the stated objectives of increasing democracy and 

decreasing bureaucracy within unions. 

 

Moreover, much of the literature concerning the organising model emphasises the need for 

leadership support for its implementation.  National organisations that are attempting to create 

an organising culture throughout Australia cannot tolerate state branches that do not share the 

same level of enthusiasm for its implementation.  A “small p” political consideration of the 

restructures is the ability of union leadership to drive the organisational implementation of 

strategies that have been adopted, in an attempt to redress long-term declining membership. 

 

It is proposed that firstly the centralised nature of the post-Work Choices legislative 

environment, secondly the continued decline in union membership, and thirdly the existence 

of the requisite technology will prove irresistible for the leadership of federal unions in 

centralising power.  An adjunct to this line of enquiry is whether such a strategy will in fact 

prove counter-productive to making unions more relevant to their members and/or potential 

members.  The research question is what gave rise to centralisation of functions within three 

Australian unions.  This research will build upon the extensive body of research that exists in 

relation to union renewal.  However, the research will interrogate an aspect of union 

governance that has not been the subject of much scholarly review, the centralisation of 

function within certain Australian unions.  The following chapter sets out a methodology for 

the data chapters that is informed by this literature review. 
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Chapter 3 

Methodology 
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Introduction 
 

This Chapter outlines the methodology adopted for the research contained in this thesis.  This 

methodology is informed by the existing literature, including that regarding union 

amalgamation.  Two aspects are particularly instructive, the similarity between the arguments 

for and against amalgamation (Gill and Griffin 1981:371; Griffin 2002:13; Hose and Rimmer 

2002:538) and the process of a union centralising its activities (Bramble 2001; Green Left 

2001; Vexnews 2008).  Literature indicates that the adoption of the organising model has been 

a major driving force in union renewal strategies (Cooper 2001:427; Griffin and Moors 

2004:46).  The research question in this thesis is what gave rise to the centralisation of functions 

in three Australian unions.  Several secondary research question arise out of this primary 

question that are illustrated in figure 1.1 on page 3 in Chapter 1.  These secondary research 

question establish the framework in which the primary question is examined and the structure 

of the case study chapters will largely reflect the themes relevant to those secondary questions. 

 

This Chapter is structured to provide an explanation and justification of the research methods 

adopted for this thesis.  Case study research was considered to be appropriate for the primary 

and secondary research questions.  Accordingly, the following section of this chapter discusses 

the use of case studies.  Following sections shall deal with data collection, semi-structured 

interviews and the specific nature of the research interviews, including the characteristics of 

those interviewed.  The remainder of the chapter includes the contextual research for the 

relevant unions and the specific phases in which the research was undertaken. 
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Case Studies 
 

The case studies selected represent specific types of phenomenon (Eisenhardt 1989:533; 

Minichiello et al 2008:243).  One of the considerations was that membership of the unions is 

in decline.  It is proposed that unions not being faced with a declining membership are not 

likely to see the need for further restructure.  This proposition is supported by respondents who 

have experience with a number of Australian unions (Interview NUW 10). 

 

The relatively recent adoption of a number of union renewal strategies allows an analysis in 

respect of the reasons for their adoption as well as their effect, perceived and/or real.  There is 

a danger, however, of using a single case study that can provide rich detail but lacks any 

comparative analysis (Bronfenbrenner et al 1998:8; Voss and Sherman 2000:315).  The 

technique of multiple case studies is able to provide the basis for a more generalisable argument 

with more compelling and robust results (Bronfenbrenner et al 1998:11; Yin 2009:53).  It is 

however, recognised that the results of a case study, even a multiple case study are not able to 

be generalised to an entire population (Yin 2009:15).  In this case, the entire population is the 

Australian trade union movement and the specific circumstances of the unions in question are 

unlikely to be replicated for the entire movement.  In this case, the research provides general 

propositions as to what common features lead to the adoption of certain strategies by the 

relevant unions.   It will further be posited that, given the same set of circumstances, it could 

reasonably be expected that other unions will adopt similar strategies. 

 

The case studies chosen for this thesis are the Community and Public Sector Union (CPSU), 

Finance Sector Union (FSU) and the National Union of Workers (NUW).  Table 3.1 outlines 

some of the relevant features of these unions.  Primarily the concern of the research is the policy 
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decisions that have been made within these unions with respect to the centralisation of 

functions. 

 

Table 3.1– Comparison features of case study union 
 

 NUW 

 

CPSU FSU 

Centralised 

 

Rule 

Change/litigation 

Rule Change  Rule Change 

(further 

centralisation) 

Industry sectors Multi industry, 

Multi-occupation 

Private Sector 

Public Sector 

(Commonwealth) 

Private Sector 

Industry based 

Typical 

Occupations 

Semi-skilled blue 

collar 

 

Public servants, 

other public sector 

occupations (e.g. 

Customs) 

Clerical, 

administrative, 

customer service, 

call centre 

Amalgamations 

 

 

Product of 

amalgamation 

Within public 

sector – not as far 

as state 

government 

ABEU, AIEU & 

CBOA and other 

minor  and in 

house unions 

Organising v 

Servicing 

 

Adopted organising 

strategies 

Adopted 

organising 

strategies 

Considered an 

exemplar of 

organising model 

Political 

Orientation 

 

Labor Right Labor Left 

(relatively recent 

affiliation) 

Labor Left 

(relatively recent 

affiliation) 

Political 

Influence 

 

Strong national 

influence through 

party structure 

Campaign based 

influence 

Campaign based 

influence 

Membership 

trend  

Decline Decline Decline 

Jurisdiction 

 

Traditional 

state/corporations 

Federal Federal 

 

In the case of all three unions, the various strategies to address declining membership that have 

been adopted by the broader union movement are evident.  These strategies include a process 

of amalgamations in accordance with the ACTU amalgamation blue print and adoption of 

organising methods.  In all cases, these unions have further restructured the functions and 

powers of their respective organisations to a more centralised model that splits certain functions 

of officials in accordance with the organising model. 
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A tangential consideration of this thesis is the virtual take-over of private sector industrial 

relations by the Commonwealth Government via the WorkChoices legislation.  This 

jurisdictional take over has far reaching, and possibly unforeseen, consequences.  It is for this 

reason that the jurisdiction in which these unions operate is relevant.  Both the CPSU and the 

FSU have a long history of federal industrial coverage.  The NUW with its breadth of coverage 

in a variety of industries has only recently become exclusively covered by the federal 

jurisdiction. 

 

Table 3.1 also includes reference to the political orientation of the respective unions.  More 

generally one might associate the adoption of organising practices with unions that sit on the 

Left of the ALP.  Nonetheless in the NUW, which is an integral power within the Right of the 

ALP, the features of an organising approach are prevalent.  By contrast both the CPSU and 

FSU are more recent affiliates to the ALP.  In the case of both the CPSU and FSU the 

orientation of their memberships would have traditionally prevented ALP affiliation, and in 

some cases predecessor unions were associated with the right wing industrial groups7 (CPSU 

3; FSU 2).  It is indeed noteworthy, given the history of these two white collar unions, that they 

are associated with the Left of the ALP since their affiliation to the ALP. 

 

As is illustrated by the table, the NUW, CPSU and FSU have adopted a policy position of 

centralising power within their respective federal offices and have axiomatically reduced the 

functions and authority of their state branches (if not abolished them altogether).  In the case 

of the NUW smaller branches, being those other than the New South Wales and Victoria, were 

subsumed into a newly created General Branch.  In the case of the CPSU, the state branch 

                                                           
7 “Industrial groups” refers to a group of predominantly Catholic union officials and party activists within the 

ALP that were opposed to Communist influence within trade unions.  The industrial groups eventually split 

from the ALP and formed the Democratic Labor Party (DLP) (Starr 1978). 
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structure remains in place, but rather than elected secretaries, state branches are run by directors 

appointed by the federal office of the union.  The FSU maintains a structure that includes an 

elected state secretary; however the power of that state secretary was reduced in favour of a 

federal structure based on the employers with whom the FSU bargains. 

 

The arguments in favour of centralisation mirror those that were used to justify the process of 

amalgamation that took place within the Australian union movement in the early 1990s (ACTU 

1999:33; NUW 2008).  The amalgamation process was aimed at providing Australian unions 

with a defence against an increasingly hostile environment.  The contrary arguments were that 

union amalgamations broke down the solidarity that exists between workers in the same 

occupation and took the leadership of the union further away (both geographically and 

philosophically) from the rank and file membership.  Not surprisingly, the criticisms and 

arguments against centralisation are also similar to those that have been mounted and continue 

to be mounted against amalgamation (Hall 2001; Crook 2009; Vexnews 2008). 

 

The process of centralisation that has taken place within the NUW can be easily contrasted 

with those affected in the CPSU and FSU.  In the case of the NUW, there has been substantial 

opposition to the rule change that brought about the abolition of certain state branches 

(including and in particular the Queensland branch) that has in turn led to conspicuous and very 

public discord.  Three separate sets of proceedings in the Federal Court of Australia were 

undertaken in relation to this matter: 

 Cosgrove & Ors v Donnelly & Ors (FCA 2008) - an injunction sought by state 

branch secretaries against the federal office; 

 Donnelly v Cosgrove & Ors (FCA 2009) - an injunction sought by the federal office 

against Queensland Branch officials and members; and 

 National Union of Workers/Cosgrove & Ors v NUW – applications to amend rules 

and subsequent appeals (AIR R2009; FWA 2009a; FWA 2009b). 
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The research includes a thorough analysis of the decisions concerning these proceedings.  This 

analysis provides detailed explanations of the arguments for and against the process of 

centralisation that has been adopted in the NUW, which includes injunctions being sought by 

the Federal Office against former officials and rank and file members (FWA 2009b). 

 

The relative ease with which the centralisation of power occurred in the FSU and CPSU 

compared to the NUW is noteworthy. In the case of the FSU, the rule change that brought about 

a centralised union and the initial amalgamation of a number of unions is explained by internal 

politics within the various divisions of the FSU (Interviews FSU 1 2013 and FSU 2 2013).  

This contrast in itself will provide a substantial discussion concerning how these matters have 

been handled within the respective organisations, including an inquiry of the factors that led to 

the vastly different way in which centralisation was achieved.  Due to the relatively seamless 

transitions that occurred within the CPSU and FSU, it will be necessary to investigate the policy 

changes in these unions, by virtue of primary sources of data including union literature at the 

time of the restructures, and semi-structured interviews with union officials and members. 

 

The table also includes a reference to whether the union being studied has adopted the 

organising model under the heading “organising v servicing”.  The organising model is 

considered at length in Chapter 2 (Literature Review) and it is described as being a process by 

which unionism is reinvigorated by a concentration on the recruitment and active involvement 

of members and delegates (or activists) at a workplace level (Peetz et al 2007:152).  Organising 

both as a philosophy and practice is contrasted with servicing.  Servicing is when paid officials 

deliver the results for a passive and disinterested membership (Peetz et al 2007:152; Cooper 

2001:435).  Organising is associated with collective action whereas servicing is more related 

to the problems and grievances of the individual (Peetz et al 2007:152).  The research 
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investigates the extent to which the process of centralisation has any connection with the 

adoption of the organising model, and whether the adoption of the organising model is seen as 

being of greater importance than the existence of state branches to the future of the union 

movement. 
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Data Collection 
 

Given that much of the concern for the future of the union movement revolves around an almost 

universal reduction in the depth and numerical magnitude of unionism (Boyer 1995; Bramble 

1995; Bramble 2001; Conrow and Delp 1999; Cooper 2001; Hyman 2004; Juravich and 

Bronfenbrenner 1998:281; Peetz 1998:175; Peetz, Pocock and Houghton 2007; Simms and 

Holgate 2008; Voss and Sherman 2000:311; Wooden 2000), union membership figures would 

be an objective and positive means by which the effect of polices adopted by unions might be 

measured.  Trends in membership will contextualise the adoption of certain renewal strategies 

including the centralisation of functions.  However, extreme caution needs to be applied to 

making assumptions based on aggregate membership figures, as a range of other factors either 

within or outside the control of unions will have an effect on a union’s ability to recruit and 

retain members.  Such matters as changes to the structure of industry, the attitude adopted by 

employers and the legislative environment are equally able to account for increases and 

reductions in union membership. (Boyer 1995; Bramble 1995; Bramble 2001; Bramble 2008; 

Bronfenbrenner et al 1998:3; Conrow and Delp 1999; Cooper 2001; Fletcher and Hurd 

1998:37; Hyman 2004; Juravich and Bronfenbrenner 1998:281; Nissen 1998:135; Peetz 

1998:175; Peetz, Pocock and Houghton 2007; Simms and Holgate 2008; Voss and Sherman 

2000:311; Wooden 2000).  Furthermore, mere reliance on statistical methods will suffer from 

a lack of detail about individual cases (Voss and Sherman 2000:314).  Consideration was given 

to how a quantitative method might be adopted for the purpose of this research, however for 

the reasons discussed above, it was decided to adopt a qualitative approach. 

 

The bulk of the empirical data for this thesis will be qualitative in nature as there is very little 

that can be objectively measured with respect to the operation of a process of centralising 

power.  The method of data collection to be used in this research is bricolage, a qualitative 
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research method that relies upon whatever materials are at hand to the researcher (Neumann 

2003:148).  In this case there are a diverse range of materials that are readily available.  They 

include: 

 Historical literature concerning the unions in question; 

 Union journals and other publications; 

 Union rules and returns required by statute to tribunals; 

 Websites & blogs; and 

 Litigation (including tribunal decisions). 

 

In order to fill the gaps left by archival and documentary data sources, and to test the veracity 

of claims, a series of semi-structured in-depth interviews associated with restructures in the 

respective unions were conducted.  In order to maintain fluidity, interviews were conducted in 

such a way to allow the respondent to voice their recollections and evaluations rather than being 

subject to an interrogation (Eisenhardt 1989:533; Gubrium and Holstein 2002:74; Minichiello 

et al 2008:52; Strauss and Corbin 1998:78; Yin 2009:106).  Interviews were conducted with 

union officials (of the unions being studied) and rank and file union members.  Perennial 

criticisms of qualitative research are that of validity and reliability (Minichiello et al 2008:235).  

Reliability of results requires consistency in the recording of observations (Gubrium and 

Holstien 2002:48; Neuman 2003:184).  In this research, a common protocol was developed in 

which all of the interviews that followed the semi-structured process were recorded and kept 

as evidence.  The common questions asked of respondents are set out in schedule 1 to this 

thesis.  Validity within qualitative research is concerned with the authenticity of data (Neuman 

2003:185).  The validity of responses was confirmed by the use of multiple respondents on the 

same topic.  In general terms there was little controversy about the events that took place in 

relation to the specific restructures of the various unions.  The ostensive reasons for restructures 



61 
John R Martin PhD Thesis December 2016 

were largely agreed, nonetheless the merits of the restructures varied between those 

respondents advocating and those respondents opposing the restructures.   

 

A number, but by no means all, of the respondents chose to remain anonymous so the content 

of the recordings will not be released to maintain those respondents’ anonymity.  Use of a tape 

recorder is superior to that of field notes alone as it is an exact reproduction (Gubrium and 

Holstien 2002:41; Minichiello et al 2008:232).  Nonetheless field notes are useful for the 

recollection and coding of data (Eisenhardt 1989:539; Minichiello et al 2008:235).  To that end 

the researcher took contemporaneous notes of the interview and those notes were verified by 

actual recording of the interview.  It is also necessary to investigate contrary evidence to the 

insights of respondents, and respondents were given the opportunity to consider views that 

might diverge from their own (Minichiello et al 2008:103; Yin 2009:107). 
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Semi-structured Interviews 
 

Semi-structured interviews have been undertaken with knowledgeable participants of the 

respective unions, either as full-time paid officials or as rank and file members, or a selection 

of both in a number of cases.  These expert witnesses have been able to provide insight into the 

operations of the respective unions before and after the restructures that took place.  As expert 

witnesses they are able to not only contextualise the restructures but also assess the 

effectiveness of the restructures.  Some respondents proffered their considered views as to what 

might have happened without further reform, painting a bleak picture for the future had the 

union(s) done nothing. 

 

The federal nature of all of the unions is an essential part of the research.  Without a federal 

structure, there could be no state branch or organisation from which power and functions could 

come and no national office to which these powers and functions could be transferred.  

Respondents are asked to provide their understanding of the historical relationship between the 

state branch level of the union and its national office.  Not all respondents are well versed in 

this topic and the fact that some rank and file members failed to recognise the difference 

between the state and federal organisations is in itself noteworthy.  Alternatively, paid officials 

are able to provide a keen insight into the changes to the demarcation between state and federal 

issues and functions that illustrates the significance of the respective restructures. 

 

As is noted elsewhere, the three unions being studied are all the product of the amalgamation 

process that commenced in the late 1980s and concluded in the early 1990s, and which was 

distinctly orchestrated by the ACTU (Hose and Rimmer 2002).  Respondents are asked to 

provide their understanding of that amalgamation process.  In almost all cases respondents were 

well versed in the amalgamation process and almost all have sufficient experience to remember 
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the process with some clarity.  Given the similarity of the arguments in favour of and against 

amalgamation and the further restructuring of unions into this century, the discussion 

surrounding the amalgamation process is relevant to frame the restructures.   

 

Respondents are also asked other questions in relation to the history of the branch structure of 

the respective unions.  This history runs parallel to the literature concerning the specific unions 

that are the subject of this research, as well as the Australian industrial relations environment 

generally, that is discussed in Chapter 4.  Respondents were invited to comment on those 

changes to industrial relations systems and industries in which the respective unions operate.  

In addition and more specifically, all unions have faced changing attitudes from Governments 

and employers.  This common history has had profound implications for organised labour and 

similar experiences have been manifested in various ways within the three unions.  Much like 

the discussion concerning the amalgamation process, the changing nature of industry and 

employment relations also contextualises the various restructures.  Whilst the specific issues 

change from industry to industry and union to union, the overall transformation of Australian 

industrial relations is vividly exhibited in all of the unions studied. 

 

There is a convincing argument in favour of the various restructures being motivated in part by 

the adoption of the organising model.  The organising model has been adopted as a method of 

renewal strategy by the unions that are the subject of this research.  The connection between 

the restructure and the adoption of the organising model is not surprising is given that the 

ACTU has advocated restructuring unions to maximise the impact of the organising model 

(ACTU 1999:33). 
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Consistent with the proposition that the restructure is to further promote the adoption of the 

organising model, respondents were invited to comment on the adoption by their respective 

unions.  Some, but by no means all, rank and file respondents were not well versed in relation 

to the organising model.  By contrast all paid officials were conversant with the organising 

model and held strong and well informed views as to the organising model’s adoption and 

successes or otherwise. 

 

Respondents were also asked to comment on the use of technology by unions.  The 

centralisation of functions within unions, like other organisations, would not have been 

possible without developments in technology.  A key component of the adoption of the 

organising model is splitting the functions of organising and servicing (Cooper 2001:426).  In 

all cases of the unions being studied the creation of central servicing centres was a strategic 

aspect of the restructure.  By removing the servicing functions it is proposed that organisers 

within the state branches will be able to devote greater time and resources to campaigning and 

growing the union.  The repetitive and time consuming functions of servicing are transferred 

to a central location.  By locating this function centrally, unions can benefit from an economy 

of scale by not replicating these centres in the various state branches.  Respondents were able 

to provide insight into the advantages and disadvantages of such an approach. 

 

Central to the arguments about the restructure are its impacts on the democratic running of the 

unions in question.  Whilst cogent economic arguments are able to be provided for the 

restructure in the same way as they were for the amalgamation process, the contrary arguments 

will invariably be about the democratic nature of the union.  By taking functions further away 

from the membership, both physically and metaphorically, it can be argued that the impact on 

the democratic running of the union is negative.  Respondents held a range of views on this 
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issue and in some cases advocates of the restructure were able to point to how restructuring has 

in fact increased membership participation in their union. 

 

Finally union membership is an inescapable gauge of union power and influence.  Without 

entering into the debate about the relevance of membership numbers, it is apparent that all of 

the unions have suffered substantial membership decline, consistent with the experience of 

most, but not all, unions in Australia and other advanced economies (Bodman 1998:18; 

Dabscheck 1995:123; Jerrard and Le Queux 2013:62; Peetz 1998; Sappey et al 2006:299; 

Watson et al 2003:194).  Respondents were invited to discuss the relationship between the 

restructure and trends in membership for the unions in question. 

 

The use of multiple case studies with reliance on archival records and the results of interviews 

provides a level of triangulation in this research (Cresswell and Miller 2000:126; Eisenhardt 

1989:538; Gubrium and Holstein 2002:806; Minichiello et al 2008:194; Neuman 2003:138; 

Yin 2009:123).  In order to uphold the integrity of the data collection and research process, a 

formal database contained all of the relevant data including all documents, tabular material, 

notes of interviews, observations and document analysis (Eisenhardt 1989:533; Minichiello et 

al 2008:222; Yin 2009:119/120).  A case study protocol was developed in order to provide a 

consistent approach to the multiple case studies and respondents within those respective case 

studies (Eisenhardt 1989:533; Minichiello et al 2008:332; Yin 2009:79).  It is sometimes 

necessary to allow for some flexibility in the case study process, thereby allowing for lessons 

learnt in one case study to be tested in subsequent case studies, but caution is exercised in 

departing from research protocol in order to maximise the reliability of the data (Yin 2009:62).  

Minor departures from the protocol occurred to provide respondents with information that had 

come to light from other interviews, and interviewees were invited to respond. 
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Research Interviews  
 

A total of 30 interviews were undertaken for the purpose of gathering data.  Ten respondents 

associated with each of the unions that are the subject of this thesis were interviewed.  Many 

of those interviewed were in an elite category of union leaders, who were directly responsible 

for the planning and execution of the restructures that affected the centralisation of functions 

within the respective unions.  The average duration of interviews was one hour; however, this 

did vary according to the respondent’s knowledge of certain areas of questioning.  For example, 

some rank and file respondents were not familiar with the concepts surrounding the organising 

model, so there was no need to pursue a further interrogation of this topic.  Two respondents 

(FSU 1 and NUW 1) were also requested to attend further interviews, as is demoted by the 

asterisk in Table 3.2, to follow up matters that arose from later interviews.  Most respondents 

chose to maintain their anonymity when offered.  As a result, the details of those who choose 

anonymity are limited accordingly. 

 

Table 3.2 (over page) outlines the relationship respondents have with the union.  A number of 

paid officials had also previously been rank and file members of their respective unions.  

Gender is included for information only, as it played no part in determining whether a 

respondent was chosen for an interview.  An attempt has been made to balance the number of 

paid officials with rank and file members of the union.  This balance has not always been exact 

and final numbers were determined largely by those willing to, and in some cases eager, to be 

interviewed. 

 

The author of this thesis has worked in or in connection with the union movement for well over 

30 years and this experience was of assistance in providing access to these key decision makers.  

Other respondents were chosen as a rank and file members of the respective unions and again 
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experience within the union movement provided the author with access to union members.  

Respondents, whether at a senior official level or rank and file members, were chosen on the 

basis of their knowledge of either the restructure or the history of the respective union.  The 

method for finding sufficient respondents was snowball sampling (Neuman 2003:214).  In the 

course of the research, interviewing one respondent would lead to that respondent proposing 

other respondents who might be interviewed.  A number of respondents were known to the 

author as a result of his previous membership of the CPSU.  Early interviewees were able to 

provide the names of other respondents who were willing to participate in the interviews.  A 

number of FSU respondents were known to the author.  As with the CPSU, FSU early 

interviewees were able to suggest other respondents.  The author was able to obtain an 

introduction to the then National Secretary of the FSU, Leon Carter, agreed to be interviewed 

and provided contact details for a range of rank and file and paid officials in several 

jurisdictions.  The author was able to introduce himself to the NUW General Branch Secretary, 

Sam Roberts at a conference in late 2013.  Mr Roberts was able to assist the author by putting 

him in contact with a range of officials and members in various jurisdictions.  Subject to 

protecting anonymity of respondents who so requested, the full details of the respondents can 

be found in Schedule 2 of this thesis. 

 

Table 3.2  

Interview Respondent Characteristics 

Respondent Date of 

Interview 

Relationship 

with Union 

Gender 

CPSU 1 17 April 2011 Rank & File Female 

CPSU 2 29 July 2011 Paid Official Female 

Mr Gerard Butler CPSU 3  31 July 2011 Paid Official Male 

CPSU 4 7 August 2011 Paid Official Male 

CPSU 5 19 August 2011 Rank & File Female 

Mr Kerry Gardiner CPSU 6 25 August 2011 Rank and File Male 

Senator Claire Moore CPSU 7  30 August 2011 Paid Official Female 

CPSU 8 5 Sept. 2011 Rank & File Male 

CPSU 9 16 Sept. 2011 Paid Official Female 
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CPSU 10 29 Nov. 2011 Paid Official Male 

 

FSU 1* 7 March 2013 Paid Official Male 

FSU 2 28 March 2013 Paid Official Female 

FSU 3  5 April 2013 Paid Official Male 

Mr Leon Carter FSU 4 15 April 2013 Paid Official Male 

Mr Paul Schroder FSU 5 18 April 2013 Paid Official Male 

FSU 6 29 May 2013 Rank & File Female 

FSU 7  3 June 2013 Rank & File Female 

FSU 8 4 June 2013 Rank & File Female 

FSU 9 5 June 2013 Rank & File Male 

FSU 10 6 June 2013 Paid Official Male 

 

NUW 1* 13 Dec. 2013 Paid Official Female 

Mr Sam Roberts NUW 2 13 Dec. 2013 Paid Official Male 

NUW 3  7 May 2014 Other  Male 

Ms Rebecca Keys NUW 4 8 May 2014 Paid Official Female 

Mr Derek Belan NUW 5 16 May 2014 Paid Official Male 

NUW 6 27 June 2014 Rank & File Male 

NUW 7  8 August 2014 Rank & File Male 

NUW 8 14 August 2014 Rank & File Male 

NUW 9 19 August 2014 Rank & File Male 

NUW 10 22 August 2014 Rank & File Female 

 *Follow up interviews were undertaken with these respondents to clarify aspects of their initial interviews. 
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Union Contexts 
 

In order to place the restructures into their historical context, all of the chapters go to some 

length to provide histories of each union.  This task is made considerably easier for both the 

CPSU and FSU, given the considerable amount that is written about these unions and their 

predecessors.  As is noted in the NUW chapter, the paucity of literature about the NUW and its 

predecessors is remarkable given that union’s political and industrial influence over the years. 

 

A considerable amount has been written about the changing landscape of public sector 

employment generally, but particularly in Australia.  The diversity of industries covered by the 

NUW combined with an absence of academic literature necessitated research through media 

channels and internet searches to contextualise the challenges facing the NUW and its 

members. 

 

As has been previously mentioned throughout this Chapter all of the unions are the product of 

amalgamations.  Each chapter will describe the unions that combined to make the amalgamated 

union and provide a graphic illustration of the amalgamation process by way of flow charts. 

 

In each the form of the restructure varied, despite having surprisingly similar objectives.  Much 

of the discussion in each chapter will be about the technical nature of the rule change that 

facilitated the restructure.  On 23 and 24 February 2012 the author attended the Melbourne 

Registry of Fair Work Commission (FWC) to undertake an inspection of approximately 70 

files pertaining to the restructures and other returns from the unions required by law.  These 

files included all of the material required by the various unions in order to have the rules 

changes required to effect the restructures approved. 
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Membership numbers of the various unions were also obtained from annual reports and 

financial reports required to be filed by unions with the Registry.  Returns from the FWC are 

able to track the decline in membership experienced by each union.  Each chapter contains a 

table that sets out the national membership number of each union since their inception as 

amalgamated unions.  In the case of the FSU, the proximity of that union’s coverage to an ABS 

statistical division enables a comparison of union density within the finance sector over time. 

 

As research interviews provided the financial circumstances of the smaller branches of the 

NUW as a justification for the restructure, it was also instructive to examine those branches 

finances.  These figures were located in financial returns to the Fair work Commission. 

 

In addition to the research undertaken to develop the history and context, interviews help to 

triangulate the findings of the various research methods that develop the respective contexts of 

the three unions.  Interviews with respondents are able to verify and provide greater, and more 

specific, details in relation to these contexts.   
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Phases of Research 
 

The first phase of the research involves an account of the various unions in terms of their 

history; the strategic choices they have adopted in terms of amalgamation and centralisation; 

and other characteristics. 

 

Case study research follows a review of the literature.  In order to maximise the reliability of 

the research, it is necessary to replicate the methods for each of the case studies (Cresswell and 

Miller 2000:126; Esienhardt 1998:126; Yin 2009:40/41).  Each individual case study needs to 

consist of an entire case in itself with a report to provide independent results that demonstrate 

how certain propositions were proved or otherwise (Cresswell and Miller 2000:127; Yin 

2009:56).  The order in which the individual case studies were undertaken is both in 

alphabetical order and consistent with chronological order in which the restructures took place: 

1. CPSU 

2. FSU 

3. NUW 

 

The second phase of the research includes the opportunity to compare and contrast the various 

approaches adopted, by the unions being studied, towards the centralisation of power.  

Structured interviews investigate the reasons that can be identified as being attributable to the 

range of strategic choices that have been adopted by the unions being studied.  It is postulated 

that these strategies are likely to be adopted by other unions in the future. 

 

The third phase of the research examines the impact of the process of centralisation on the 

various unions and their members.  Once the phase of the data collection is completed it then 

follows that the research question will be tested against the evidence that has been collected.  



72 
John R Martin PhD Thesis December 2016 

The relationship between the centralisation of power and the efforts to reinvigorate the 

Australian union movement is examined to establish whether or not such a process of 

centralisation assists or hinders union renewal strategies. 
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Conclusion 
 

The selection of the three unions was based on their similar strategies adopted to counter the 

fall in union membership, that they have all suffered.   The nature of the enquiry does not lend 

itself to a positivist analysis of statistical information other than the self-evident decline in 

membership and any reversal of this trend.  Moreover, the complexities associated with the 

structure of unions do not favour statistical analysis and requires a comprehensive investigation 

of the rationale and consequences of the restructure.  In addition to the ethical considerations, 

allowing respondents to remain anonymous allowed those respondents to speak their mind 

without fear or favour.  In almost all cases, respondents were able to articulate the specific 

reasons for the restructure and provide some useful insights into the political considerations 

that would not otherwise be obvious to the observer. 

 

The following chapter sets out the historical context in which the various unions covered by 

this research have undertaken their respective restructures.  Before applying this methodology 

to the data chapters devoted to the three unions in question, it is important to consider the very 

specific industrial and political environments in which all Australian unions found themselves.  

As the following data chapters will demonstrate the changing nature of Australian industrial 

relations has significantly impacted upon all three unions. 
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Chapter 4 

Historical Context 
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Introduction 
 

As we have seen in reviewing the literature, this global transition is central to the “crisis” facing 

unions in Australia and most other advanced economies and is closely associated with a decline 

in union membership.  A decline in membership has in turn represented a diminution of union 

resources and perception of decline in union power and relevance (Boyer 1995; Bramble 1995; 

Bramble 2001; Bramble 2008; Bronfenbrenner 2005:19; Conrow and Delp 1999; Cooper 2001; 

Fairbrother 1996:113; Fiorito 2004:21; Hyman 2004; Juravich and Bronfenbrenner 1998:281; 

Peetz 1998:175; Peetz, Pocock and Houghton 2007:155; Simms and Holgate 2008; Sullivan 

2010:146; Voss and Sherman 2000:311; Wooden 2000).  This chapter has been included to 

provide context for the primary research question, what has given rise to the centralisation of 

functions in three Australian unions.  To examine why three Australian unions have adopted 

such a similar strategy, it is important to understand the context under which that has occurred.  

To that end, this chapter will focus on changes to the Australian industrial relations system and 

the subsequent impact on institutions such as unions.  These changes will provide the reader 

with an understanding of the similar challenges and opportunities facing all three union covered 

by this thesis.  Those specifics in relation to each union will be discussed in detail in the 

subsequent case study chapters. 

 

Either as a result of labour market deregulation or pursuant to such a policy, union membership, 

resources and influence has diminished over time.  Unlike other OECD nations, with the 

possible exception of New Zealand, the path for Australia commenced with an arbitral system 

that was said to favour unions, without sufficient industrial muscle, to obtain recognition from 

employers and thereby demonstrate their worth to members and potential members (Creighton 

and Stewart 2000:372: Griffin 2002:3).  The similarities with New Zealand end in the early 
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1990s where in that nation a more ambitious process of labour market deregulation was 

achieved by a conservative Government (Barry and Wailes 2004:431). 

 

Unions in Australia have suffered a decline in membership and influence in the last quarter of 

a century including the unions being studied in this thesis.  Chapter 2 considers the potential 

explanations for that decline.  The phenomenon of declining union membership is not restricted 

to Australia; however amongst English-speaking countries the declines in Australia appear to 

be the most precipitous (Boyer 1995:547). 

 

Reframing the Industrial Relations Agenda in Australia 
 

Commencing in the 1980s, the consistent theme of Australian industrial relations reforms has 

been that of a pursuit of flexibility (Balnave et al 2007:268; Peetz 2012a:270; Townsend et al 

2013:101).  The first in a line of negotiations that included a range of trade-offs of conditions 

of employment and work practices was the 38 hour week that was introduced to most 

Australian awards sometime in the early 1980s.  In response to an ACTU campaign to reduce 

ordinary working hours from 40 to 35 per week (Hancock 2014:279; Hearn 1982:101), some 

employer organisations (most notably the MTIA8) developed a strategy of agreeing to a 38 

hour week in return for certain trade-offs and agreements as to how the 38 hour week would 

be introduced (Dobson 1981:114: Hearn 1981:102).  This middle ground was adopted by the 

Australian Conciliation and Arbitration Commission as the means by which reduced working 

hours would be endorsed by the tribunal (Hearn 1981:102), nonetheless a small number of 

                                                           
8 Metal Trade Industry Association, an employer organisation that merged with the Australian Chamber of 

Manufacturers to form the Australian Industry Group. 
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employees were able to secure the 35 hour week in the initial campaign.  Thus the concept of 

a trade off in return for an improvement in conditions was born with the 38 hour week. 

 

In some cases the trade-off might have appeared to leave the employees in question in a worse 

position than before the reduction in working hours.  As will be seen in Chapter 6, this occurred 

in the finance sector and might well mark a turning point in relation to the power relationship 

between unions and management in the banking industry.  In addition to obtaining trade-offs, 

major banks strictly enforced the 38 hour week and removed the long-standing tradition of 

allowing employees to leave work once their daily duties had been performed (Manning 

1990:347; Manning and Manning 1989:193).  Employees taking RDOs in accordance with the 

38 hour week clause in the award were not replaced, thereby placing an additional workload 

on the remaining workforce.  Thus the union victory in shorter working hours in this case may 

have been pyrrhic or even counter-productive. 

 

In the Queensland state jurisdiction, unions suffered some major setbacks with the introduction 

of a 38 hour week.  Unlike the federal and other state jurisdictions, 38 hour weeks were 

introduced towards the end of the 1980s rather than the beginning, and the political and 

economic climate had changed during the decade.  The delay in the introduction of the 38-hour 

week was of particular interest to the predecessor of the NUW in Queensland that elected to 

introduce a 38 Hour Week on a site basis rather than face the trade-offs that would have been 

required to amend the award (Interview Keys 2014). 

 

A number of disputes occurred in Australia in the 1980s that were aimed at curbing union 

power.  SEQEB in Queensland, Mudginberri in the Northern Territory and Dollar Sweets in 

Victoria all sought to use legislation or legal remedies other than the established industrial 
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tribunal to settle disputes and reduce union power (Costello 1988; Dabscheck 1995:31; Gardner 

1986:138/9; Gilbert 1986; Peetz 2012b:246; Rowse 2004:48).  At about the same time as these 

major cases, a dispute was occurring in the Pilbara district over restrictive work practices and 

marked the rise of management militancy within the iron ore industry (Copeman 1987; Peetz 

2012b:246). 

 

In response to the Robe River dispute9, the Australian industrial relations system, or the 

‘Club10’ to use the pejorative term, found its own way of responding.  A devaluation of the 

Australian dollar in 1985 also contributed to the agenda for change (Hancock 1999:40).  

National Wage increases that had been provided by way of the centralised wage fixation system 

were supplemented by a 2nd tier wage increase available under the Restructuring and 

Efficiency Principle (Balnave et al 2007:174; Bray et al 2005:287; Hancock 1999:40; Hancock 

2014:281; Petridis 1988:160).  The four per cent second tier required employees to fund the 

four per cent increase by trade-offs in work practices and employment conditions (Balnave et 

al 2007:241; Bray et al 2005:287; Briggs 2001:33; Dabscheck 1995:32; Hancock 1999:40; 

Petridis 1988:156).  Inadvertently, the four per cent second tier drew unions into the debate 

about productivity that has permeated debates surrounding Australian industrial relations ever 

since. 

 

Moreover, the four per cent second tier provided employers with an opportunity to remove 

restrictive work practices by way of negotiation with their workforce (Peetz 2014:270).  The 

results of the four per cent second tier did not live up to anyone’s expectations (Dabscheck 

                                                           
9 The Robe River dispute occurred in the 1980s in the iron ore rich Pilbara area of Western Australia.  The heart 

of the dispute was said to be restrictive work practices that hindered managerial prerogative. 
10 The IR Club was term unfavourably used to describe industrial relations professionals in unions, employer 

organisation, academic, the law as well as the various industrial tribunals.  The term club suggests it to be 

exclusive of employers and workers. 
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1995:54; Hancock 2014:281; Petridis 1988:157).  Workers were less than pleased with having 

to trade off hard won conditions of employment in order to fund their own wage increase 

(Briggs 2001:33).  The trade-offs usually included such items such as electronic funds transfer 

for payment of wages, combining rest pauses or cleaning up in the workers’ own time. 

 

Coincidentally in Queensland towards the end of the 1980s, the then Bjelke Petersen 

Government introduced legislation to allow employers to bypass unions with Voluntary 

Employment Agreements (Brown 1987; Stackpool 1988:170).  The VEAs were interpreted by 

the union movement as being symptomatic of an extreme and dangerously right-wing 

government (Stenhouse 1990).  The VEAs had little application, however the VEA was a 

vehicle used by the newly created Metway Bank that sought to avoid the FSU predecessor (the 

ABEU) extending its hitherto almost universal coverage of the banking industry to this new 

entrant (Stenhouse 1990).  The use of VEAs by Metway Bank did demonstrate the way in 

which legislation might be drafted to allow and promote union avoidance and other employers, 

including the major banks, were watching on.  Suncorp Metway also set up its own internal 

staff association to replace the existing finance sector unions (Markey 2007). 

 

In the 1988 National Wage Case, the national wage bench urged the parties not to pursue short-

term, illusionary goals that were said to be associated with the four per cent second tier.  The 

parties were given much more guidance with the introduction of the Structural Efficiency 

Principle (SEP) (Balnave et al 2007:174; Bray et al 2005:287; Briggs 2001:33; Dabscheck 

1995:56; Hancock 1999:40; Peetz 2012a:270).  In seeking the introduction of SEP at a national 

wage case, the ACTU described employers opposed to it as “shellbacks” and “troglodytes”.  
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National employers responded by describing the SEP as a cranking Heath Robinson11 money 

making machine.  The SEP was introduced at the height of the corporatist era in Australian 

industrial relations and the lack of enthusiasm for this principle from employers was 

symptomatic of the Australian style of corporatism where the employers did not fully 

participate in the process. The corporatist strategy of the Accord period, according to sceptics, 

was largely driven by the unemployment caused by recessions in the 1970s and early 1980s 

whereby unions and their members lacked the confidence to pursue claims when employment 

was so precarious (Bramble 2001:8). 

 

Bramble (2001) and others (Kenyon and Lewis as cited in Alexander, Green and Wilson 

1998:664) are critical of the union movement for the policy described as corporatist and 

consider that this policy is responsible for atrophy in Australian unions that either caused or 

greatly contributed to the decline in membership experienced in the 1990s.  This explanation 

may tend to oversimplify the situation and ignores the fact that similar falls in union 

membership were experienced in comparable countries that did not (or could not) adopt a 

similar corporatist approach.  Others also argue that the Accord may have reduced the extent 

of the decline in union membership (Alexander, Green and Wilson 1998:664; Peetz 1997). 

 

The SEP encouraged the parties to have a far broader ranging discussion wherein employee 

career paths and a training agenda would form an important part of the dialogue (Balnave et al 

2007:242; Dabscheck 1995:60).  The SEP was intended to up-skill the workforce and reward 

employees for acquisition of those skills (Sappey et al 2006:361).  The decision also provided 

                                                           
11 W Heath Robinson was an English cartoonist made famous by the Heath Robinson contraption.  The 

reference is to an overly elaborate process to undertake a relatively simple task. 
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for other mechanisms by which employers could remove restrictive work practices by 

negotiation (Balnave et al 2007:174; Bray et al 2005:293).   

 

The implementation of the SEP within the finance sector and the Commonwealth Government 

saw departure from long-existing remuneration structures and work practices.  Chapter 6 

includes discussion about the introduction of performance based pay within the finance sector, 

which, undoubtedly lessened the influence of the FSU.  The changing nature of public sector 

management (known as New Public Sector Management) also coincided with this phase of 

Australian industrial relations and Chapter 5 provides specific detail of how this changing 

management style provided additional challenges for the CPSU and its membership.  The 

NUW membership, largely comprising semi-skilled employees (usually below the pay level of 

a tradesperson) probably did not benefit from an agenda that was geared towards training and 

skill acquisition.  For the NUW and its members, the risks of further pressure to trade away 

conditions of employment could well have outweighed the perceived benefits of the SEP.  As 

we can see in the case of the three unions that are the subject of this research, the SEP may not 

have appeared to be particularly relevant.  Moreover, some employers were now arguing that 

they were restrained by the inflexibility of instruments that were set at the industry or 

occupational level (Bray et al 2005:292).  As microeconomic reform was being pursued 

through the industrial relations and wage fixations system, a concomitant effort was being 

made to streamline union coverage throughout Australia.  Chapter 2 reviews the general 

literature concerning union amalgamation and the following section of this chapter considers 

the centrally implemented amalgamation process that almost all Australian unions underwent. 
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The ACTU Sponsored Amalgamation Process  
 

Towards the end of the 1980s the combination of a decline in union membership and a 

perceived need for microeconomic reform led to a highly centralised amalgamation process 

that was orchestrated by the ACTU (Griffin 2002:11; Hose and Rimmer 2002:527).  Australia 

Reconstructed was the manifesto of this ACTU policy position of forced amalgamation 

(Bramble 2001:7). 

 

The 1989 ACTU congress adopted and reinforced the need for change that was articulated in 

Australia Reconstructed (Griffin 2002:12).  This conference recognised that unions were 

failing to react to the membership crisis because of their antiquated structures.  Unions were 

told that they needed to amalgamate, rationalise and restructure (Griffin 2002:12).  This is not 

to say that the ACTU always got its way with the grand plan for amalgamation and it has 

subsequently been proven that some mergers were only partially consummated (Davis 

1999:11; Griffin 2002:11).    Of particular interest to one of the case studies in this thesis, the 

Transport Workers Union (TWU) was earmarked as part of the ACTU grand plan to 

amalgamate with the unions that eventually formed the NUW (Bowden 1993:194).  The 

rationale behind the amalgamation was that the amalgamated union would cover both transport 

and logistics and would have been strategically placed for a large and important sector of the 

Australian economy.  A union election was fought (and won) in Queensland on the basis of 

one candidate for Queensland Branch Secretary of the TWU campaigning against transport 

workers being made part of this broader-based general union (Kellett 2001:158).  Playing on 

the occupational solidarity associated with transport workers, particularly truck drivers, the 

vote no campaign was based on the history of the TWU and the amalgamation process would 

have seen the end of this proud union: 
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“Can you imagine the reaction from the sixteen horse and dray drivers who met in 

Brisbane in the Commercial Hotel in Edward Street back on 17 December 1906 to form 

the Transport Union in Queensland?  The history of the TWU would have come to an 

end.” (Williams 2009:159). 

 

The amalgamations of the Accord era had other opponents.  There is no evidence that the 

amalgamation process has brought about any improvement to the service provided to union 

members (Buchanan 2003:61; Davis 1999:4).  The primary objective of the 1990s wave of 

amalgamations was to halt the decline in union members and in this regard it failed (Griffin 

2002:14).  The question as to whether the further centralisation of union power would be likely 

to yield the results, that are claimed by its proponents, will be central to this research.  It also 

begs the question as to whether the process of centralisation can be criticised in the same way 

as the process of amalgamations that took place in the early 1990s.  In most cases the 

amalgamation process had little support from rank and file members (Buchanan 2003:56; Hose 

and Rimmer 2002:531).  Small unions engender a level of solidarity and loyalty unlikely to be 

found in larger unions or in unions with a more general membership base (Gill and Griffin 

1981:371; Griffin 2002:13; Hose and Rimmer 2002:538).  An amalgamated union will bring 

with it a centralisation of decisions and greater centralisation of power (Waddington 1988 413-

414).  It is possible to view the process of amalgamation as taking the central functions of a 

union further away from its members and it is probable that a further centralisation of unions 

could be likewise met with resistance from union members.  This concept of taking the union 

further away from its membership is a central feature of the criticism of centralisation 

(Vexnews 2008; Green Left 2001) and the research in this thesis will be inquiring into the 

effects of greater centralisation on unions’ ability to rebuild.  Thus, not all researchers and 

commentators have considered the amalgamation process in a favourable light.  Moreover, the 
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arguments for and against the ACTU-dominated amalgamation process in Australia is 

remarkably similar to that of the restructures being considered in this thesis.  Essentially this 

argument is that the economic imperatives associated with economies of scale are irresistible 

and will over-ride other considerations such as any perceived lessening of the democratic 

control of the union by its members, particularly at a regional level. 

 

It has been said that such economic factors always provided the biggest ‘urge to merge’ 

(Waddington 1988:415) as membership growth (and decline) has always been very closely 

linked to the state of the economy (Waddington 1988:416).  The corollary to the effect of the 

state of the economy is that fluctuations in the labour market create the circumstances of 

membership decline and subsequent financial pressures (Tomkins 1999:62).  Structural change 

will drive the motivation to amalgamate further with decline caused by industry restructure and 

technological change.  Reduction in the level of employment has occurred in industries that 

have been traditionally organised by unions and there has been a shift of employment to 

industries and occupations that unions have found considerably more difficult to organise 

(Tomkins 1999:62).  Technological change and its impact on the labour market may also lead 

to the amalgamation of craft and general unions with the reduction in number and/or proportion 

of skilled artisans in an industry (Rimmer 1981:416). 

 

Yet another explanation for the early failure of Australian unions to amalgamate is the 

horizontal and craft based union structure inherited from Britain (Griffin 2002:2, Rimmer 

1981:331).  The Australian working class was drawn mainly from Anglo-Celtic migrants.  At 

the time that unionism began to expand in Australia, union structures in Australia largely 

replicated British unions based on occupational lines, particularly for skilled tradesmen.  In the 

19th century the drive for unionisation was from the bottom up with considerable pre-existing 
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solidarity amongst members of the newly formed unions (Rimmer 1981:331).  It is thought that 

the craft and occupational based structure of Australian unions served to work against 

amalgamation (Tomkins 1999:62; Rimmer 1981:331).  This point is evidenced by the 

reluctance of certain unions to embrace the amalgamation process of the Accord era.  Long-

standing legislation that regulated the registration of Australian unions such as the Conciliation 

and Arbitration Act 1904 (Cth) did little to assist the process of amalgamation (Rimmer 

1981:327). 

 

Vested interest also mitigated against the propensity of unions to amalgamate (Rimmer 

1981:326).  The Secretary of a small union might be loathe to amalgamate with an organisation 

in which he or she would become a player of considerably less import.  The preponderance of 

state based unions and state branches of a Federation that exercised a degree of autonomy 

provided motivation for state-based officials to work against the process of amalgamation in 

Australia (Rimmer 1981:326; Davis 1999:14).  This last point is of particular relevance to the 

research of centralisation of power within unions, as the removal of state branches can be seen 

as the next logical step towards the supposed benefits of amalgamation, such as economies of 

scale and the removal of unnecessary duplication of resources.  In addition, the existence of 

state branch structures (and associated vested interests) might have been easier to justify at 

times when unions were growing numerically and harder to justify in times of crisis in the 

continued relevance of the trade union movement. 

 

Historically the system of registration in Australia was considered to have a stifling effect on 

the need for unions to amalgamate (Griffin 2002:3).  The operation of the conveniently belong 
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rule12 reduced the competition between unions for existing groups of employees (Rimmer 

1981:330).  Registration coupled with the use of an arbitration system provided Australian 

unions with guaranteed and automatic recognition (Tomkins 1999:64; Griffin 2002:10; 

Rimmer 1981:326).  In the absence of this guaranteed recognition, smaller unions would have 

struggled to compel employers to recognise them.  The existence of union-friendly provisions 

and policies such as closed shops and preference clauses also meant that the system mitigated 

against the financial pressure to amalgamate (Griffin 2002:11).  As has been discussed 

elsewhere, a different legislative framework will have an impact on the propensity of unions to 

restructure whether that is to amalgamate or centralise power.  It is also suggested that crisis in 

membership decline is a necessary component before unions will take action or make necessary 

changes (Pocock 1998:19). 

 

Despite the factors that for so long hindered the amalgamation process, the large number of 

small unions was seen to be a problem by many commentators (Rimmer 1981:324; Griffin and 

Gill 1981:362).  Structural factors prevented unions from attacking the decline in union 

membership that had become apparent by the late 1980s (Griffin 2002:10).  The perceived need 

to reduce demarcation disputes (Rimmer 1981:324; Hose and Rimmer 2002 538) happened to 

coincide with a policy agenda of microeconomic reform from the Government of the day 

(Tomkins 1999:64). 

 

The Accord and the related historic relationship between the Hawke Government and the 

ACTU delivered the platform to overcome the hurdles that had been placed in the way of unions 

amalgamating in the past.  The Accord partners were able to produce the “carrot and stick” 

                                                           
12 The conveniently belong rule refers to a long time practice of industrial tribunals to not register a union or 

extend the membership coverage of an existing union if the group of employees that are sought to be covered 

could conveniently belong to an existing union. 
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approach to ensuring that amalgamation actually took place (Griffin 2002:14).  The “carrot” or 

positive motivation was a strategy to fight declining membership delivered by the ACTU and 

the “stick” or penal sanction was the threat of deregistration guaranteed by legislation 

(Buchanan 2003:55; Griffin 2002:14; Hose and Rimmer 2002:527). 

 

Table 4.1 (over page) sets out some of the larger Australian unions and establishes their 

predecessor unions and industry coverage.  Space prevents setting out every Australian union 

or even every union that amalgamated to form part of the super unions listed.  Table 4.1 does 

not include the unions covered by this thesis as the various case study chapters go to those 

unions’ amalgamation process in detail.  It is noteworthy that general unions such as the 

Australian Workers Union and UV predecessor the Federated Miscellaneous Workers Union, 

both have long histories of amalgamation with smaller unions prior to the ACTU coordinated 

process that took place in the late 1980s and early 1990s. 

 

Buchanan (2003) considers the Australian amalgamation process in some detail and amongst 

other things finds that amalgamated unions fit into one of three categories: parallel, 

divisionalised and integrated.  Parallel refers to unions that sit side by side and share the same 

logo but do not have much else in common and the CPSU,13 PSU and State Public Sector 

Federation (SPSF) divisions are cited as an example of parallel unions.  Divisionalised unions 

are well illustrated by the Communications Electrical Electronic Energy Information Postal 

Plumbing & Allied Services Union of Australia (CEPU) where strong occupational identities 

(such as electrician and plumber) mean that this union operates in quite separate divisions.  

Significantly, Buchanan (2003:59) considered the Finance Sector Union (FSU) as being 

                                                           
13 As will be seen in chapter 5, that this thesis only concerns itself with the PSU division of the CPSU.  Buchanan (2003:59) refers to many 
state branches of the SPSF division that maintain an autonomous division. 
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divisionalised at the time of writing his paper but as Chapter 6 will demonstrate, one of the 

primary objectives of the FSU restructure was to give full effect to the amalgamation that had 

commenced over a decade earlier.  An exemplar of the integrated union is the Australian Liquor 

Hospitality & Miscellaneous Workers Union (now United Voice) and in this regard another 

finding is that full integration requires a) considerable leadership resources and b) clearly 

defined transitional arrangements (Buchanan 2003:60).  The restructuring process described in 

detail in Chapter 6 outlines the transition of the FSU from a divisionalised union to a fully 

integrated, amalgamated union. 

 

A further category of union that is not contemplated in the above description is those unions 

that were not to any extent impacted by the amalgamation process.  For example the large 

occupationally based nurses and teachers unions were large enough not to necessitate any form 

of amalgamation and the Shop Distributive & Allied Employees Association (SDA) was also 

of considerable size and was already industry-based.  Coincidentally Figure 8.3 in Chapter 8 

will also demonstrate these three unions to be the largest in Australia with national membership 

in the order of, or in excess of 200,000.  
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Table 4.1 Selected Unions and Amalgamation 

Super Union Includes Industry Coverage 

Association of Professional 
Engineers Scientists & Managers, 
Australia 
(APESMA) 

 Australian Broadcasting Commission Senior 
Officers Association 

 Australian Collieries Staff Association 

 Senior Managers Association (Postal & 
Telecommunications Commissions) 

 Association of Professional Engineers & 
Scientists, Australia 

Engineers, scientist and managers in range 
of industries including local government, 
rail and the private sector. 

Australian Education Union 
(AEU) 

Comprising state-based teachers unions One of Australia’s largest unions covering 
teachers in public schools. 

Australian Manufacturing Workers 
Union 
(AMWU) 

 Amalgamated Metal Workers Union 

 Food Preservers Union of Australia 

 Vehicle Builders Employees Federation of 
Australia 

 Printing & Kindred Industries Union 

Engineering and manufacturing and 
coverage of metal trades in other 
industries such as construction. 

Australian Municipal Administrative 
Clerical & Services Union 
(ASU) 

 Federated Municipal & Shire Council 
Employees Union of Australia 

 Federated Clerks Union of Australia 

Coverage of clerical, administrative and 
technical employees in local government 
and the private sector. 

Australian Nurses & Midwifes 
Federation 
(ANMF) 

Australian Nurses Federation comprising state-
based nurses unions 

Australia’s largest union occupationally 
based covering nurses and assistants in 
nursing in Government, private health and 
aged care. 

Australian Rail Tram & Bus Industry 
Union 
(RTBU) 

 Australian Railways Union 

 Australian Federated Union of Locomotive 
Enginemen 

 Australian Tramway & Motor Omnibus 
Employees' Association 

 National Union of Rail Workers' of Australia 

Public transport 

Australian Workers Union 
(AWU) 

 Australian Workers Union 

 Federated Ironworkers Association 

Multi industry union that covers a range of 
semi-skilled occupations in agriculture, 
some mining, civil construction and range 
of industries in Queensland particularly 
North Queensland 

Communications Electrical 
Electronic Energy Information Postal 
Plumbing & Allied Services Union of 
Australia 
(CEPU) 

 Electrical Trades Union of Australia 

 Plumbers & Gasfitters Employees Union of 
Australia 

 Telecommunications Officers Association 

 Communication Workers Union of Australia 

Operates as spate divisions for electrical 
trades, plumbing and communications 
workers. 

Construction Forestry Mining & 
Energy Union 
(CFMEU) 

 Building Workers Industrial Union 

 Builders Labourers Federation 

 Federated Engine Drivers & Firemans 
Association 

 Australian Timber & Allied Industries Union 

 Federated Furniture Trades Society 

 United Mine Workers Federation of 
Australia  

Operates in separate division as the 
principal industry union in building and 
construction industry and coal mining. 

Independent Education Union of 
Australia 
(IEU) 

Comprising state-based non-government 
teachers unions 

One of Australia’s fastest growing unions 
covering teachers in non-government 
schools 

Media Entertainment & Arts Alliance 
(MEAA) 

 Australian Theatrical & Amusement 
Employees Association 

 Actors Equity of Australia 

 Australian Journalists Association 

As the name suggest, employees in the arts 
and media. 

Shop Distributive & Allied Employees 
Association 
(SDA) 

Shop Distributive & Allied Employees Association Already industry based prior to 
amalgamation process and one of 
Australia’s largest unions. 

Transport Workers Union of 
Australia 
(TWU) 

Transport Workers Union of Australia Transport industry, including road 
transport and airlines. 

United Voice (previously Australian 
Liquor Hospitality & Miscellaneous 
Workers Union) 
(UV) 

 Federated Miscellaneous Workers Union  
had origins in cleaners and caretakers (now 
security) 

 Federated Liquor & Allied Industries 
Employees Union of Australia 

Multi-industry union that covers a range of 
service industries including Aged Care, 
Child Care and Hospitality. Some 
manufacturing industries and government 
employees. 

Source Australian Trade Union Archives www.atua.org.au 
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There is little doubt that of all the factors that have been previously described as providing 

unions with the motivation to amalgamate, the decline in union membership and its associated 

loss of income and power was the catalyst for the wave (or tsunami) of amalgamations that 

were to follow in the early 1990s (Buchanan 2003:55; Griffin 2002:10; Tomkins 1999:8).  In 

the years 1905 to 1986 there had been 94 union amalgamations and by contrast 61 occurred in 

the three years between 1991 and 1994 (Griffin 2002:7). 

 

Enterprise Bargaining 

 

As will be seen in subsequent chapters, the on-going impact of enterprise bargaining is indeed 

significant to union structures (Griffin 2002:228).  The Business Council of Australia released 

Enterprise-Based Bargaining Units: A Better Way of Working in 1989 that proposed bargaining 

at an enterprise level as the panacea to Australia’s productivity issues (Dabscheck 1995:82; 

Hancock 1999:64; Hancock 2014:283; Peetz 2012b:240; Plowman 2004:266; Townsend et al 

2013:101; Van Gramberg2013:140).  By 1991 the two Accord partners (the ACTU and by then 

Keating Government) had adopted enterprise bargaining as the preferred model of wage 

determination for Australia (Bray et al 2005:287; Dabscheck 1995:80; Jerrard and Le Queux 

2013:53; Peetz 2012b:240; Townsend et al 2013:104).  Registered employer organisations 

were sceptical and slow to catch on (Briggs 2001:35).  The Australian Industrial Relations 

Commission that had, by virtue of the experience of the 4 per cent second tier and SEP, formed 

the view that the industrial parties did not have the maturity to undertake the next proposed 

step to Enterprise Bargaining (Bray et al 2005:287; Hancock 1999:42; Hancock 2012:290). 
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The AIRC responded with handing down a decision that continued the SEP and allowed for a 

further increase of 2.5 per cent for unions to continue their commitment to the SEP (Briggs 

2001:36; Dabscheck 1995:71; Hancock 2012:290; Rimmer 2004:308).  ACTU Secretary Bill 

Kelty demonstrated his disappointment with the decision by describing it as “vomit” (Briggs 

2001:36; Dabscheck 1995:43; Hancock 1999:40).  Kelty had difficulty preventing affiliated 

unions from pursuing claims in excess of the increases being awarded by the AIRC (Briggs 

2001:33; Dabscheck 1995:38).  As is noted in Chapter 6, the person considered instrumental 

in the introduction of enterprise bargaining was a former official of the NUW-predecessor, the 

FSPU.  It is also noted in Chapter 6 that NUW have always been well disposed to bargaining 

(Interview Belan 2014; Keys 2014; Roberts 2013). 

 

Within the system of wage fixation, a form of enterprise bargaining was initially introduced by 

means of the little used s115 that had been introduced into the 1988 Industrial Relations Act 

(Briggs 2001:36: Hancock 1999:42; Sappey et al 2006:264).  The initial certified agreements 

came under close scrutiny from the AIRC to ensure productivity formed the basis of wage 

increases before granting approval of the agreements (Briggs 2001:37; Hancock and 

Richardson 2004:178).  The rejection of some of the agreements, that did not satisfy the AIRC, 

further added to the frustration around wages felt by many union officials and members (Briggs 

2001:37). 

 

The BCA proposition of enterprise bargaining provided the policy alternative that would have 

the support of some of Australia’s most influential business leaders and could be legislated by 

the Keating Government if the AIRC proved to be an impediment (Dabscheck 1995:82; Sappey 

et al 2006:264).  The legislative framework for enterprise bargaining continued with the AIRC 

approving the agreements but the Industrial Relations Legislation Amendment Act 1992 (Cth) 



92 
John R Martin PhD Thesis December 2016 

removed almost all discretion in that approval process (Briggs 2001:38; Dabscheck 1995:77; 

Rimmer 2004:315).  The Commission was compelled to certify an agreement so long as it 

passed a no-disadvantage test, meaning that employees were not disadvantaged by the creation 

of the agreement, rather than applying its statutory powers and obligation, such as the public 

interest test, or its own wage fixation principles.  This legislative change signified a 

fundamental change in the role of the AIRC and also marked a move towards wages being 

determined primarily on the basis of economic power of the bargaining parties (Dabscheck 

1995:105). 

 

Enterprise bargaining was heralded as the consensus path and was promoted as a move away 

from the conflict of the arbitration system (Dabscheck 1995:104; Townsend et al 2013:102).  

Curiously at the same time as emphasising the move away from the supposed conflict of the 

arbitration system, employers and employees were given the statutory right to take industrial 

action for the first time in Australia’s history (McCrystal 2009:3; Townsend et al 2013:102; 

Van Gramberg 2013:153).  Even more curiously the legal right to strike seemed to coincide 

with a decline in the use of industrial action as a means by which unions influenced the outcome 

of negotiations. 

 

The advent of Enterprise Bargaining may have been well suited to the NUW in the early days, 

but is evident that it has been problematic to the two white collar unions in the service sector.  

How to measure productivity, let alone improve it, was a transitional problem to be faced by 

unions in the service sector (FSU 1 2013; FSU 2 2013).  The nebulous concept of productivity 

particularly for a public sector union provided the CPSU and other public sector unions with 

the challenge of adapting this new system to their industries (Moore 2012).  Alternately, blue 

collar unions in traditional sectors of high union density, such as the NUW in manufacturing 
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and logistics, relied upon their industrial might and economic power to obtain agreements with 

or without the enthusiastic support of employers.  Unions with strong workplace structures 

were also considered to be most likely to benefit from the decentralised bargaining structure 

associated with enterprise bargaining (Griffin 2002:228). 

 

The scene was now set for the industrial parties to focus on that which was significant at an 

enterprise level and develop agreements that were based on productivity.  The resistance from 

some employers to dealing with unions led to the introduction of Enterprise Flexibility 

Agreements (EFAs) that provided, for the first time, the non-Union collective agreement (Bray 

et al 2005:238; Dabscheck 1995:111).  It was indeed noteworthy that the EFAs, a non-union 

form of collective agreement, were introduced by a Labor Government led by Paul Keating 

(Dabscheck 1995:111; Rowse 2005:51).  An employer could now deal directly with their 

employees, and unions had limited ability to interfere with the process (Van Gramberg 

2013:140).  The EFA was not widely used but employers did not have to wait long for a further 

opportunity to avoid unions, or even lock them out of the worksite. 

 

Workplace Relations Act 

 

The election of the conservative Howard Government in 1996 saw a federal Government was 

elected that had a distinctly anti-union agenda (Bray et al 2005:123; Gardner 2008:36; Gittens, 

R cited in Sappey et al 2006:226).  The Workplace Relations Act 1996 built upon the 

decentralisation that had commenced under the Hawke Government in the late 1980s and been 

accelerated under the Keating Government in the early 1990s (Balnave et al 2007:257-258; 

Bray et al 2005:141; Van Gramberg 2013:140).  Section 170LK and s170LJ agreements 

maintained the two forms of collective agreement (union and non-union) that had emerged, but 
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the WRA placed a greater emphasis on these instruments (Bray et al 2005:123; Gardner 

2008:36).  The WRA also provided for the statutory individual agreement, the so called 

Australian Workplace Agreement (AWA) (Balnave et al 2007:132; Bray et al 2005:240), that 

not only locked employees into the agreement but locked unions out (Bray et al 2005:241: 

Gardner 23008:36; McCrystal 2009:17). 

 

AWAs were ostensibly introduced under the assumption of equal bargaining power of 

employers and employees.  The use of AWAs could be harnessed to tailor agreements to meet 

the needs of both the employer and the employee (Bray et al 2005:241; Balnave et al 2007:242; 

Van Gramberg 2013:140).  Unions were restricted from entering premises in which AWAs 

operated for the purpose of inspecting time and wages records or holding discussions with 

employees covered by AWAs.  A new agency, the Office of the Employment Advocate, was 

created to approve AWAs and their contents remained confidential (Sappey et al 2006:720). 

 

Notwithstanding the rhetoric surrounding the introduction of AWAs, their purpose was clear.  

The mass-produced documents did not vary from one individual employee to another as this 

would have created an administrative burden for the employer (Bray et al 2005:282; Balnave 

et al 2007:181).  AWAs were provided to employees on a take it or leave it basis, more often 

than not when employment was contingent upon the signing of the agreement (Bailey et al 

2012:445; Balnave et al 2007:181; Hall 2005:293; Sheldon and Kohn 2007:121). 

 

AWAs were ready-made and used by some employers throughout Australia to lock unions out 

of the worksite (Barnes 2006:373).  The most effective way under the WRA to prevent a union 

from gaining access to the work site was to strictly enforce the Right of Entry provisions of 

that act in conjunction the use of AWAs.  As part of a union avoidance strategy wages were 
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paid at a level to allegedly do away with the need for unions, and sign up bonuses were an 

added incentive for employees to agree to the terms of an AWA.  The formerly Commonwealth 

Government owned trading corporations, the Commonwealth Bank and Telstra, used AWAs 

to frustrate organising attempts by the FSU and CPSU respectively. 

 

AWAs were also used by the Commonwealth as an employer.  As is discussed at length in 

Chapter 5, Australian Governments have been willing to demonstrate their own industrial 

relations agenda by practicing it on their own workforce (Dickens and Bordogna 2008:544).  

The use of template agreements was a feature of many Commonwealth agencies and in order 

to pay Ministerial Advisors, AWAs were mandated (Podger 2009:169; Workplace Express 

2002).  Funding to the Higher Education Sector was also made contingent upon the Universities 

offering AWAs whether they wanted to or not (Barnes 2006:374).  

 

Toward the end of the first term of the Howard Government, a dispute occurred that would 

involve some extraordinary tactical manoeuvres on the part of a private employer aided and 

abetted by the Commonwealth and the National Farmers Federation.  The stevedoring 

employer Patricks sacked and replaced its entire workforce (Rowse 2004:52).  The High Court 

of Australia found that Patricks had breached the terms of the WRA in the dispute (Balnave et 

al 2007:117).  A Commonwealth Government was willing to break its own law and conspire 

with other organisations also in breach of its legislation (Balnave et al 2007:67; Harley 

2004:348).  This dispute marked an ideological turning point beyond which union avoidance 

mattered more than the rules of law. 
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WorkChoices 

 

Following the initial shock cause by the introduction of the WRA, the industrial relations 

legislative landscape remained largely unchanged throughout the term of the Howard 

Government despite several attempts on the part of the government to introduce a second wave 

of reforms (Hall 2005:292; Pittard 2013:83).  Not having control of the Senate that blocked 

further legislative change, it could be argued, is a primary reason for the longevity of the 

Howard Government (Bailey et al 2009:289).  Following the 2004 election, the Howard 

Government got control of the Senate and introduced its WorkChoices legislation (Hall 

2005:292; Muir 2008: 19; Van Gramberg 2013:141).  According to the rhetoric of the Howard 

Government, it would introduce the legislation that would ultimately allow for the pursuit of 

higher wages driven by productivity improvements in agreements made between employers 

and their employees, unfettered by unions or tribunals (Bailey et al 2009:289; Balnave et al 

2007:443; Muir 2008:21; Pittard 2013:83).  Or so it seemed. 

 

The reality was quite different and employers sought to take advantage of the WorkChoices 

legislation by reducing labour costs (Balnave et al 2007:443; Gardner 2008:37; Peetz 

2012a:273; Pittard 2013:84; Sheldon and Kohn 2007:128).  The Spotlight14 case illustrated the 

potential of WorkChoices to abolish a range of conditions in return for a one cent per hour 

wage increase (Bailey et al 2012:446; Workplace Express 2006).  The public outcry was such 

that the Howard Government back-peddled to the extent that it re-introduced the no 

disadvantage test (NDT) for AWAs, but the political damage had been done (Pittard 2013:95).  

                                                           
14 Spotlight refers to case received much media attention concerning a group of retail workers who traded away 

penalty rates for 2 cents an hour.  This case became iconic in highlighting the problems created by the removal 

of the No-disadvantage Test. 
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The ACTU Your Rights @ Work campaign had gathered a momentum that would culminate 

in a Prime Minister losing his seat for the second time in Australia’s history and for the second 

time industrial relations proved to be its undoing (Bailey et al 2009:286; Barber and Johnson 

2014:13; Gardner 2008:34; Muir 2008:116). 

 

The WorkChoices legislation did however have a more lasting impact on Australian industrial 

relations other than the ability of employers to use AWAs to reduce labour costs (Patmore 

2009:148).  The constitutional head of power used by the Howard Government for 

WorkChoices was controversial.  The long standing head of power that had been used by 

Australian governments was the conciliation and arbitration power, section 51 (xxxv) of the 

Australian Constitution.  This power had been deliberately limited to settling and determining 

industrial disputes extending beyond the limit of any one state, however technical limitations 

for exercising of this power had been overcome by the “paper dispute” (Stewart and Williams 

2007:18/19).  The paper dispute enlivened the federal jurisdiction by a union (or employers as 

we will see in chapter 6) serving a log of claims that had sufficient ambit for the other side to 

reject.  In more recent times, the Keating Government relied on the external affairs power, 

section 51 (xxix) of the Australian Constitution, to give effect to obligations created by 

Australia being signatory to international conventions (Ludeke 1993:466; Stewart and 

Williams 2007:23/24). 

 

For the introduction of WorkChoices, the Howard Government used the Corporations power, 

section 51 (xx) of the Australian Constitution which enabled the Commonwealth to make laws 

relating to “foreign corporations, and trading or financial corporations formed within the limits 

of the Commonwealth”.  This power had been interpreted to have a narrow meaning before its 

successful use in WorkChoices, where legislation concerning the industrial regulation of such 
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corporations was upheld (Stewart and Williams 2007:3).  The impact of the use of the 

Corporations Power is without argument the most fundamental jurisdictional shift in the history 

of Australian industrial law (Craven 2006:203; Lyons and Khoshaba 2009:174). This use of 

the Corporations Power achieved the virtual removal of private sector employment regulation 

from state jurisdictions (Gardner 2008:33 Lee 2006:208; Sappey et al 2006:242; Sappey et al 

2007:57).  By using the corporations power (Barnett 2006:97; Sappey et al 2007:57) and 

withstanding a High Court challenge (Sappey et al 2007:57; Stewart and Williams 2007:4)  the 

Howard Government was able to bring private sector industrial relations under the control of 

the Commonwealth in a way only dreamt about by previous Labor Governments (Balnave et 

al 2007:257-258; Sappey et al 2006:185).  The virtual abolition of the state industrial 

jurisdictions was of little direct consequence to the CPSU and FSU who had both been subject 

to long-term, federal regulation.  As is discussed in Chapter 7, the NUW was party to a large 

number of state awards in the Queensland and New South Wales jurisdictions and the 

jurisdictional change was indeed profound.  These jurisdictions in particular had a long history 

of state awards and unions were to some extent protected in these jurisdictions by long term 

Labor Governments (Lee 2006:210; Patmore 2009:147; Sappey et al 2006:238-239).   

 

Craven (2006) is critical of the use of the Corporations power to cover industrial relations on 

the basis of it being an extension of a power never intended to cover industrial relations, when 

there is an existing power that was unmistakably so intended.  To Craven (2006:208) the use 

of the Corporations Power to this end embodied the “final and irreversible triumph of the ultra-

literalistic, hyper-centralist reasoning” with respect to constitutional interpretation by the High 

Court of Australia.  To follow the logic of Craven’s argument in the context of this thesis, by 

bringing almost all of the private sector into the federal jurisdiction, one could reasonably ask 

the question: what is the future for state-based organisations?  It is unnecessary to consider the 
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logic behind and all of the consequences of the Howard Government’s decision to centralise 

industrial relations in the way it did.  It does beg the question as to whether one of the intended 

consequences was the diminution of power within state-based industrial organisations.  

Alternatively, and more probably, state industrial jurisdictions operating under the legislative 

framework overseen by state Labor Governments were clearly in the “firing line” of 

WorkChoices (Lee 2006:210; Sappey et al 2006:238-239) and state organisations might be 

described as collateral damage. 

 

Work Choices and the subsequent decision by the Rudd and Gillard Labor Governments not to 

“unscramble the egg” with respect to the use of the corporations power raises the question as 

to whether the NUW rule change represents the shape of things to come for the union 

movement.  Bearing in mind that the CPSU and FSU share extremely long histories of federal 

regulation and the NUW is a union now operating exclusively in the federal jurisdiction, is it 

reasonable to assume that other private-sector based unions will also “follow suit” with respect 

to the influence and functions of state organisations? 

 

In the case of centralisation, some but not all of the institutional features that supported the 

wave of amalgamations are also in play.  Centralisation does not have the same coordinated 

push from the peak council, the ACTU, but the post-WorkChoices legislative framework is 

facilitative for unions wanting to centralise power.  Whether by design or by accident the 

centralisation of the industrial relations system that resulted from the WorkChoices legislation 

introduced by the Howard Government has brought about a further impetus for centralisation 

by the virtual scrapping of state industrial jurisdictions in the private sector (Lyons and 

Khoshaba 2009:174; Stewart and Williams 2007:129).  The use of the Corporations Power has 

restricted state jurisdictions to the public sector and for unincorporated employers in the private 
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sector (estimated at about 15 per cent) (Kildea and Gelber 2006:657).  The constitutional 

validity of WorkChoices was confirmed by the High Court and the election of a Labor 

Government in 2007 did not mean a return of any power to state jurisdictions.  The Rudd 

Government continued to rely upon the Corporations Power for the enactment of Forward with 

Fairness (Age 2006; ALP 2007) and legislation has been introduced to facilitate the state 

governments’ handing over their remaining powers on industrial relations (Commonwealth 

Parliament 2009; Queensland Parliament 2009). 

 

All jurisdictions except Western Australia eventually handed over their non-incorporated 

employers in the private sector to the federal jurisdiction.  Unlike some aspects of 

WorkChoices, the “egg” of the federal takeover was never going to be “unscrambled”.  Many 

conservative commentators lamented this attack on state rights (Craven 2006; Gisonda 2007) 

and the deleterious impact on the ability of state governments to trial and incubate their own 

industrial relations systems.  It has also been suggested that Labor states (all state governments 

were at that point in time) “ran dead” in relation to the constitutional arguments (Leeser 2007).  

Moreover, as will be discussed in Chapter 7, the imposition of a federal jurisdiction, 

particularly into the State of Queensland, may have many unintended consequences.  The 

nature of state branches of unions with private sector coverage changed forever by virtue of 

the abolition of state jurisdictions.  As a result, there is no longer any need for a state branch to 

be the source of knowledge for a specific jurisdiction.  In addition the coverage of some unions 

that may have been protected by their long-standing and specific position within those state 

jurisdictions would now become vulnerable in the federal jurisdiction.  The NUW appears to 

have been able to extend its coverage into industries that might have been traditionally covered 

by other unions within the Queensland jurisdiction. 
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Forward with Fairness 
 

The subsequent election of the Rudd Government brought with it a more consultative approach 

to industrial relations legislation (Cooper 2009:288; Teicher and Bryan 2013:20).  So much 

was this the case that it took several years for the Forward with Fairness policy it took to the 

2007 election to be introduced in its entirety.  In an attempt to find the elusive middle ground, 

the Rudd Government retained much of the WRA and WorkChoices provisions that were 

decidedly anti-Union (Cooper 2009:288; Cooper and Ellem 2009:304; Jerrard and Le Queux 

2013:51; McCrystal 2009:4; Pittard 2013:95).  Right of entry restrictions and ballots to take 

protected industrial action were retained and the legislative framework never went back to how 

it was before 1996 (Cooper 2009:289). 

 

The reaction of some employer organisations and the Coalition, however, immediately 

demonstrated that the middle of the road strategy failed (Cooper 2009:291; Cooper and Ellem 

2009:304; Teicher and Bryan 2013:20).  The Individual Flexibility Agreements were 

introduced and able to do everything an AWA could except prevent a union from gaining 

access and organising the workforce (Pittard 2013:93). 

 

Late in its second and final terms the Rudd/Gillard/Rudd Labor Government conceded to 

unions the ability to enter a lunch room for the purpose of holding discussions with employees 

(Workplace Express 2013).  This right had been taken away by virtue of case law interpreting 

the Fair Work Act (Workplace Express 2012).  Therefore, by no means did the election of 

Labor Government return the union movement to the position that it was in before the election 

of the Howard Government (Pittard 2013:85). 
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The uncertainties caused by the Global Financial Crisis were to ensure that the trade union 

movement did not return to its former position.  In addition to the continued restructuring of 

industry away from manufacturing towards the service sector and from the public sector to 

private sector, the Rudd and Gillard Governments brought with them a continued growth in 

insecure and precarious employment (Lafferty 2013:212).  The antagonism of employers 

towards unions that was fostered under the Howard Government continued (Underhill 

2013:207).   All of this combined, particularly for the two unions that are the subject of this 

research operating in the private sector, to ensure a continued decline in union membership 

perhaps even more rapidly than under the Howard Government. 

 

The election of a conservative Government on 16 September 2013 also coincided with 

Governments of similar persuasions being elected in every state and territory except South 

Australia and the ACT, however, subsequent state elections have adjusted this balance.  The 

Abbott Government also appears to have learnt a lesson from the Your Rights @ Work 

campaign that so effectively damaged the Howard Government.  Rather than initiating a full 

frontal assault on working conditions, the Abbott Government has requested that the 

Productivity Commission undertake a review of Australian industrial laws (Productivity 

Commission 2014).  In addition, one of the first initiatives of the Abbott Government was to 

establish a Royal Commission into union corruption.  At the time of writing this thesis Prime 

Minister Tony Abbott was replaced by Malcolm Turnbull, also of the Liberal Party but there 

has been no apparent change to industrial relations policy. 

 

It is self-apparent that the changing environment has created many challenges for the Australian 

trade union movement, much as it has for unions in a number of OECD nations under their 

own circumstances.  The crisis that arises from these challenges has obvious implications for 
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the way in which union leadership will react.  In an Australian context, the trade union 

movement has adopted a range of strategic responses to the decline in union membership.  Most 

notably the amalgamation process that took place in the late 1980s and early 1990s was the 

first of such responses (Gahan and Bell 1999:8; Griffin 2002:14; Hose and Rimmer 2002:527; 

Kollmorgen and Naughton 1991:371; Wooden 2000:33) closely followed by the wide scale 

adoption of the organising model (Bowden 2009:139; Cooper 2001:423; Gahan and Bell 

1999:8; Griffin and Moors 2004:42; Hanley and Holland 2003:3; Peetz, Pocock and Houghton 

2007:152).  These two strategic responses have been widely reported and are the subject of 

considerable scholarly examination.  A considerable portion of the literature review in Chapter 

2 is devoted to the organising model and its adoption by the relevant unions.  The adoption of 

the organising model is significant to the research because all three restructures under 

examination in this thesis are heavily influenced by its adoption.  In addition, neither 

amalgamation nor the adoption of the organising model have provided the bulwark to declining 

membership that might have been hoped for by the union movement (Bowden 2009:140; 

Burchielli and Bartram 2009:687; de Tuberville 2009:48; Gahan and Bell 1999:23; Griffin, 

Small and Svenson 2003:83; Hose and Rimmer 2002:537).  The phenomenon of a subsequent 

restructure has emerged in some (but by no means all) Australian unions and later in this thesis 

it is argued that the propensity to restructure is predicated on a number of conditions.  

Accordingly, this thesis concerns itself with a series of restructures that occurred within the 

CPSU, FSU and NUW. 

 

Conclusion  
 

This chapter considered the various strategic decisions that have been adopted by the Australian 

trade union movement and the historical context in which those strategic decisions were made.  
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In addition to the literature review, it provides a background to consider the restructures that 

have taken place within three large Australian unions. 

 

The following chapters provide the case studies to examine the research question, what gave 

rise to the centralisation of functions within three Australian unions.  This chapter has provided 

the historical backdrop to the various restructures in which the CPSU, FSU and NUW have all 

consolidated a range of functions at a central level.  The following chapters will consider the 

various restructures as they have occurred in those unions and will then be followed by a 

discussion that contrasts and compares the experiences of the three case studies.  As we can 

see from this context, Australian unions have faced changing industrial, economic and political 

landscapes towards the end of the twentieth century and into the twenty-first century.  We will 

recall from the literature review in Chapter 2 that a primary criticism of unions generally has 

been the inability to adapt to changing circumstances.  There is also considerable weight to an 

argument that the renewal strategies adopted by Australian unions, whilst driven by declining 

membership, have not had the desired effect as membership density continues to decline.  The 

following chapters will establish how three Australian unions have adapted to their changing 

circumstances and consider the crucial question as to what impact the most recent strategies of 

restructure have had on their respective objectives of reversing declining trends in membership. 
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Chapter 5 

Community and Public Sector Union 

(CPSU) 
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Introduction 
 

This chapter will examine recent structural change within Australia’s largest public sector 

union.  Culminating in a rule change that abolished state branches, the Community and Public 

Sector Union15 (CPSU) has lead the way in centralising functions and powers within its federal 

office, and it is proposed that such structural change will be (or has been) emulated by other 

Australian unions in the face of continued falls in membership levels.  To contextualise that 

structural change, this chapter also provides a brief history of the CPSU and its predecessor 

unions. 

 

The primary research question being considered by this thesis is what gave rise to the 

centralisation functions in three Australian unions.  The CPSU is the first of the three union 

being studied to undertake the restructure that would bring about a centralisation of function.  

This chapter seeks to answer this primary research question.  It will also consider the secondary 

research questions (see figure 1.1 on page 3) and the structure of the chapter will reflect those 

themes reflected in the secondary research questions concerning previous renewal strategies, 

such as amalgamation and the adoption of the organising model.  Other secondary questions 

such as those pertaining to enablers such as federal regulation and the use ICT will also be the 

subject of scrutiny within this chapter. 

 

The CPSU is a union that exemplifies challenges facing unions both in Australia and 

internationally and does so within a public sector context.  The CPSU faces falling 

                                                           
15 It needs to be emphasised that when discussing the CPSU in this research, reference will be to the Public 

Sector Union (PSU) Group and not the State Public Services Federation (SPSF) Group.  In many Australian 

jurisdictions the union representing employees of the respective state governments will be known as the CPSU 

but this refers to the SPSF group.  As is discussed elsewhere, the notional amalgamation between the PSU and 

SPSF groups never eventuated.  The reasons for this failure are beyond the scope of this research but it might be 

because the SPSF and PSU groups deal with different employers – SPSF with state government and PSU with 

the Commonwealth (Interview Butler 2011, Interview CPSU 10 2011) 
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membership, a perception of diminished relevance and power, as well as an increasingly hostile 

environment within which it operates.  The CPSU, like other unions, has adopted a range of 

strategies to counteract these challenges. 

 

This chapter will provide a brief history of the CPSU and the largest of its predecessors the 

Administrative and Clerical Officers’ Association (ACOA) to contextualise more recent events 

that are the focus of the research in this thesis.  Two of the most conspicuous strategies adopted 

by the Australian union movement are the process of amalgamations that took place within the 

late 1980s and early 1990s (Griffin 2006:228; Kollmorgen and Naughton 1991:371; Hose and 

Rimmer 2002:530; Wooden 2000:33) and the adoption of the organising model (Peetz, Pocock 

and Houghton 2007:152; Griffin and Moors 2004:42; Cooper 2001:423; Gahan and Bell 

1999:8). 

 

The CPSU is the product of an amalgamation process (Hose and Rimmer 2002:529).  In this 

regard the CPSU is typical of most Australian unions with some notable exceptions16.  The 

amalgamation process that occurred in unions in Australia can be differentiated with the 

experience in other countries, the UK for example (see Waddington 1988).  As is discussed in 

detail in Chapter 4, the process in Australia was highly orchestrated and the subject of an over-

arching plan driven by the ACTU and assisted by its accord partners the Hawke and Keating 

Labor Governments (Davis 1999:3; Kollmorgen and Naughton 1991:371; Tomkins 1999:62).  

It is worthy of note that the CPSU largely achieved the plan that was set out to bring about one 

public sector union in Australia (Hose and Rimmer 2002:529; Interview Moore 2011)17. 

                                                           
16 The TWU for example, was proposed to amalgamate with the NUW that is also subject of this research, 

Chapter 4 has previously discussed the nature of the non-amalgamation of the NUW and TWU 
17 The extent to which the CPSU amalgamation plan was completed can be debated as the ACTU plan included 

the amalgamation of the unions covering the white collar employees of state governments.  It is not the focus of 

this research, however the plan to incorporate the State Public Service Federation with the CPSU was defeated 

by a contrary campaign most notably in Queensland (Interview Moore 2011) 
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The CPSU would be described as a union that has embraced the organising model (Cooper 

2001:429; Interview Moore 2011; CPSU 2 2011; CPSU 8 2011).  Debate will remain about the 

extent to which the organising model has been introduced in the CPSU (Interview Moore 2011; 

CPSU 5 2011) or even if such a model exists (for example see Simms and Holgate 2008).  The 

CPSU ostensibly adopted the organising model and certainly participated in the ACTU 

sponsored Organising Works program (Cooper 2001:424; Interview Moore 2011; CPSU 5 

2011).  The Organising Works program was developed to provide future union leaders and paid 

officials with a conceptual understanding and practical application of the organising model and 

the CPSU participating in this program does indicate some commitment to the organising 

model. 

 

This chapter goes to some lengths to describe the restructure that took place within the CPSU.  

Amongst other things, that restructure included the abolition of elected positions of state 

secretary and their replacement with appointed (as opposed to elected) state directors.  The 

state director is appointed by, and answerable to, the federal office.  As will be seen, the 

restructure was a deliberate and strategic response to a decline in membership and an ever-

increasingly hostile industrial, political and economic environment for the CPSU. 

 

The discussion concerning a 2005 reorganisation to the CPSU considers the response to 

questions posed in structured interviews to respondents associated with the CPSU.  Firstly, it 

is intended to use this research to confirm what has led to the reorganisation (headed Why 

Reorganise?).  Secondly the research examines some of the enablers to a reorganisation of this 

nature (headed What Allowed the Restructure?).  Finally, the research attempts to gauge the 

impact of the reorganisation (headed Impact of Restructure). 
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Context/employer 
 

Public sector employment had historically been associated with a less hostile environment 

towards unions (Juravich and Bronfenbrenner 1998).  When considered in the context of the 

history of the CPSU and its predecessors18, and in particular, with respect to the relationship 

with the employer, the adoption of the organising model by the CPSU is indeed significant.  

Traditionally the predecessors of the CPSU had a good relationship with the major employer, 

the Commonwealth Government and had been described as an in-house staff association 

(Anderson, Griffin and; Dickenson 1982:150 2002:48; Juddery 1980:255; O’Donnell and 

O’Brien 2008:633).  The pre-amalgamated union operated within a non-confrontational 

industrial relations environment (Anderson, Griffin and Teicher 2002:54; Juddery 1980:255; 

Dickenson 1982:150).  Public servants traditionally conducted their industrial relations quite 

differently from more militant public sector workers such as teachers (who have long used 

campaigning as a tool) and postal workers (who led by radical leaders, were quite willing to 

take industrial action) (Anderson, Griffin and Teicher 2002:54; Dickenson 1982:137).  The 

ACOA had a quite deliberate history of avoiding broader social issues that might be expected 

from its more radical counterparts within the trade union movement (Juddery 1980:255).  The 

ACOA was committed fully to the processes of compulsory arbitration and not disposed to 

taking more direct forms of action to advance the interests of its members (Dickenson 

1982:132).  The eventual adoption of the organising model can be viewed as the completion of 

a transition from staff association to industrial union. 

 

                                                           
18 The CPSU, as is depicted in figure 51, is the product of the amalgamation of several unions, the largest of 

which was the ACOA.  The structures of the ACOA were adopted by the CPSU and the ACOA would be 

considered the ‘host’ union that amalgamated with a range of smaller ‘guest’ unions. 
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For most of the twentieth century, the ACOA and other public sector unions operated in an 

area of employment against a background of Weberian principles of bureaucracy with the 

associated employment principles of merit, equity and tenure (Anderson, Griffin and Teicher 

2002:47; Dickenson 1982:136; O’Donnell and O’Brien 2008:633).  Following World War II, 

the Commonwealth took on responsibility for a growing number of policy areas as a result of 

High Court decisions and one of the few successful referendums19 (Juddery 1980:246).  From 

1947 to 1971, the number of employees employed pursuant to the Public Service Act20 increase 

by 233 per cent (Juddery 1980:245). 

 

The Commonwealth, as an employer, experienced a period of more rapid expansion under the 

Whitlam Government (1972 – 1975) wherein a number of new policy initiatives required 

substantial, bureaucratic support (Anderson, Griffin and Teicher 2002:49; Juddery 1980:246; 

Dickenson 1982:138).  Coupled with this expansion in size (and therefore recruitment 

potential) was substantial improvements in pay and conditions for public sector employees.  As 

Dickens and Bordogna (2008:544) wrote, governments will often promote their own 

ideological policy prescription through their own employment practices.  The Whitlam 

Government did so to advance conditions such as equal pay for women, flexitime21, four weeks 

annual leave with a 17.5 per cent annual leave loading (Anderson, Griffin and Teicher 2002:55; 

Juddery 1980:246; Dickenson 1982:138) and preference to unionists (Dickenson 1982:132).  

This period of time was truly the halcyon days for public sector unionism with expanding 

numbers of employees, an employer keen to improve conditions and agree to claims, and 

union-friendly employment arrangements.  The ACOA experienced a rapid increase in 

                                                           
19 Since Federation, only 8 out of 44 referenda have been successful.  A referendum is needed to change the 

constitutional powers of the Commonwealth. 
20 The Public Service Act is the Commonwealth legislation that governs the employment of public servants and 

is therefore a reasonable measure of white collar public sector employment. 
21 The ability to work additional hours as part of ordinary time on one day to take them off on another day 
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membership, doubling its membership size in the decade up to 1977 from 25,482 to 47,691 

(Juddery 1980:251).  Moreover, in the period 1970 to 1974, the ACOA enjoyed an increase in 

membership of 53 per cent whilst the public service only increased by 13 per cent, an increase 

partially attributed to the provision of an extra week of leave for union members (Anderson, 

Griffin and Teicher 2002:55). 

 

Following the global economic shocks of the 1970s, with resultant high inflation and 

unemployment, attention became focused on the public sector and its employees (Juravich and 

Bronfenbrenner 1998:263; O’Donnell and O’Brien 2008:633).  Economic critiques of the 

existing system of employment in the public sector concurred that it was rigid, slow and 

unresponsive (Anderson, Griffin and Teicher 2002:48).  According to the neo-liberal ideology 

that drove reform of the public sector, government employment could be contrasted to that 

within the private sector where change and decisions are able to be made more quickly thereby 

creating a more dynamic environment (Pusey 1991:198).  The Fraser Government (1975 – 

1983) had a commitment to a reduction in the size of the budget deficit coinciding with an 

ideological commitment towards smaller government (Juddery 1980:247; O’Donnell and 

O’Brien 2008:633).  Governments and proponents of change sought to alter employment 

arrangements in the public sector and in so doing relied upon an economic theory of smaller 

government and greater out-sourcing (Anderson, Griffin and Teicher 2002:48; Juddery 

1980:248; Dickenson 1982:138; O’Donnell and O’Brien 2008:633). 

 

In contrast to the expansion experienced under the Whitlam Government, the public sector 

experienced contraction under the Fraser Government in response to economic pressure of the 

time (Anderson, Griffin and Teicher 2002:49; Dickenson 1982:138).  As the Whitlam 

Government advanced conditions of employment through the public sector, the Fraser 
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Government acted in accordance with a mandate to respond to rising inflation and 

unemployment (Anderson, Griffin and Teicher 2002:55; Juddery 1908:247; Dickenson 

1982:138; O’Donnell and O’Brien 2008:633).  Accordingly there was a subsequent reduction 

in the number of employees employed pursuant to the Public Service Act22 of 8,360 to 154,512 

(Juddery 1980:247). 

 
The period of the Fraser Government was associated with changes to the economic and political 

climate, with a relative decline in pay and conditions for public sector employees.  The actions 

of the Fraser Government towards its own workforce included withdrawal of paternity leave 

(granted by Whitlam Government) and strict application of wage fixation guidelines23 from 

1975 onwards with no over-award24 negotiations that provided a safety valve in unionised 

industries in the private sector.  In addition to a more stringent opposition to wage claims, the 

Fraser Government sought to reduce expenditure by placing ceilings on staffing levels and 

freezing vacancies25 (Juddery 1980:269).  Ceilings on staffing levels created pressure that 

employees experienced as work intensification (Anderson, Griffin and Teicher 2002:56; 

Dickenson 1982:133).  In the context of where public sector employment standards had been 

and the relationship previously enjoyed by the ACOA and other public sector unions, it is not 

surprising that the attitude adopted by the Fraser Government led to an adversarial industrial 

relations environment, with the ACOA and other white collar unions resorting to direct 

industrial action rather than relying upon negotiation and/or arbitration (Anderson, Griffin and 

Teicher 2002:56; Juddery 1980:270 Dickenson 1982:138). 

 

                                                           
22 See footnote 5. 
23 Tribunals in Australia introduced strict guidelines over the justification of wage increases which were usually 

indexed partially or fully against inflation and claims in advance of indexation needed to be justified in terms of 

some criteria such as increases in Work Value (Yerbury and Karlsson 1992:368) 
24 Payments made in excess of the wage set by a tribunal (Yerbury and Karlsson 1992:252) 
25 Freezing vacancies means that when an employee left through natural attrition (resignation, retirement, etc.) 

the vacant position left by the departure of the individual was not filled. 
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The further response of the Fraser Government was the Commonwealth Employees 

(Redeployment and Retirement) Act 1979.  For the first time this legislation provided the 

government with the ability to dismiss and stand down Commonwealth employees and the use 

of compulsory redundancy quite contrary to the Weberian principles of bureaucracy to which 

public sector workers had been accustomed (Anderson, Griffin and Teicher 2002:57; Juddery 

1980:297; O’Donnell and O’Brien 2008:633).  Again it is no surprise that the removal of 

employment security by the government created discontent amongst workers (Anderson, 

Griffin and Teicher 2002:57; Dickenson 1982:150; O’Donnell and O’Brien 2008:633), and the 

deterioration of the relationship between government and public sector unions was 

demonstrated by the removal of payroll deductions for union membership fees by the Fraser 

Government (Anderson, Griffin and Teicher 2002:57; Dickenson 1982:132). 

 

The election of the Hawke Government26 brought with it the Prices and Incomes Accord 

between Government and the ACTU.  This new era was described by some as Corporatism 

(Anderson, Griffin and Teicher 2002:59; Bramble 2001:8; Dow 2005:3; O’Donnell and 

O’Brien 2008:631).  Centralisation of wages and social wage outcomes associated with a 

corporatist approach were meant to increase union membership, however, this phase is 

considered by many to have reduced the economic power of unions and alienated union leaders 

from their membership (Anderson, Griffin and Teicher 2002:59; Gill and Griffin 1981:371; 

Griffin 2002:13; Hose and Rimmer 2002:538).  Corporatist consultative structures, a reluctance 

to take industrial action and the role of the ACTU in modifying claims had an adverse effect 

on public sector unions’ capacity to organise (Anderson, Griffin and Teicher 2002:59-61).  One 

example is the removal of flexitime in 1986 that was not faced with industrial action (Anderson, 

                                                           
26 1983 - 1991 – Keating Government 1991 – 1996 –in 1991 the incumbent ALP Prime Minister (Bob Hawke) 

was replaced by his former Deputy and Treasurer (Paul Keating) 
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Griffin and Teicher 2002:60).  It could be presumed that action taken by the Fraser Government 

to remove such an entitlement would have undoubtedly been met with some form of opposition 

rather than acquiescence on the part of the relevant union. 

 

There remains substantial debate about the corporatist nature of the Hawke and Keating 

Governments.  The absence of a proper representation from Capital casts doubt on the nature 

of the political system in Australia at the relevant time as being truly described as corporatist.  

In this regard the Australian phase of corporatist era was bi-partite rather than tri-partite.  No 

serious effort was made to curtail prices but rather the major emphasis was on wage restraint 

(Brewer and Boyle 1996:5).  Fundamental to a truly corporatist policy structure is the need to 

overcome any investment deficit and to maintain full employment (Dow 2005:1).   

 

“A fundamental flaw that should have been foreseen: the Accord did not promise, nor 

genuinely orientate itself towards, full employment”.  (Dow 2005:4) 

 

In addition, a number of the policies that were introduced by the Hawke and Keating Labor 

Governments have been described as being neo-liberal in nature (Cameron 2004; Briggs and 

Buchanan 2000:8; Hood 1991:6; O’Donnell and O’Brien 2008:632).  Policies such as floating 

of the Australian dollar, deregulation of the Australian banking system and range of micro-

economic reforms seeking to address restrictive work practices and to create efficiencies within 

the labour market fall within a neo-Liberal framework.  In particular, the labour-market related 

policies of the Hawke/Keating Government that are described in Chapter 4 had a substantial 

effect on all unions, not least of which is the CPSU. 
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The economic reformist nature of the Hawke and Keating Governments had profound 

implications for the on-going future of the CPSU and other unions (Interview Moore 2011; 

Interview CPSU 8 2011).  The ACTU/Hawke Government Accord included an emphasis on 

wage restraint in return for improvements to the social safety net (Briggs and Buchanan 2000:7; 

Dow 2005:4).  For example the reintroduction of a universal public health system, Medicare27 

(Dow 2005:4) and the introduction of award-based superannuation (Chapman 1998:632) were 

introduced as part of the Accord, ostensibly in return for the wage restraint demonstrated by 

the Australian trade union movement (Chapman 1998:164; Dow 2005:4; Watson et al 

2003:15).  The adverse effect for the Australian trade union movement was that benefits to its 

members might not have been as immediate or apparent as the perceived detriment of self-

imposed wage restraint.  Wage restraint is said to have ultimately led to the end of the Accord 

(Brewer and Boyle 1996:3).  Unions representing skilled workers agitated for the ability to 

bargain over and above the minimal increases that were awarded by tribunals during the Accord 

era (Briggs 2001). 

 

As described in Chapter 4, the wages system within Australia undertook a dramatic change 

towards the end of the 1980s.  A process commenced with the Restructuring and Efficiency 

Principle enunciated in the 1986 National Wage Case (Briggs and Buchanan 2000:10; 

Dabscheck 1995: 32; Hancock 1999:40; Hancock and Richardson 2004:197; O’Donnell and 

O’Brien 2008:634); and was accelerated by the Structural Efficiency Principle enunciated in 

the 1989 National Wage Case (Dabscheck 1995:60) and ended ultimately with the introduction 

of Enterprise Bargaining (EB). 

 

                                                           
27 The predecessor to Medicare, Medibank was introduced by the Whitlam Government and privatised by the 

Fraser Government. 
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Unions’ absorption into a quasi-corporatist, consultative process as part of the Accord process 

and a perception of being part of the management agenda undermined the position of the CPSU 

in the long run (Anderson, Griffin and Teicher 2002:61).  Whilst the election of a Labor 

Government may have seen an end to some of the anti-union policies of the Fraser Government, 

a range of new management practices were starting to develop in the public sector (Anderson, 

Griffin and Teicher 2002:48; Fairbrother 1996; 112; O’Donnell and O’Brien 2008:634; Pusey 

1999:102).  The 1980s and 1990s were noted for devolved management decisions to an agency 

level, as well as neo-liberal principles of outsourcing or privatisation (Anderson, Griffin and 

Teicher 2002:47; Fairbrother 1996:116; Freiberg 2010:5; Pusey 1999:125; Pollitt 1995:134).  

The environment faced by public sector unions during the period of the Accord was not a return 

to halcyon days of the 1970s, however, union membership within the public service remained 

stable in the 1980s whilst it declined elsewhere (Anderson, Griffin and Teicher 2002:59).  

Table 5.1 sets out the national, membership figures for the ACOA for the latter half of the 

1980s and for the CPSU since returns have been made on behalf of the amalgamated union. 
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Table 5.1 National ACOA & CPSU Membership 

ACOA Membership Numbers – 1985 to 1989 

To date Year Total membership % change 

As at 30 June 1985 52,757  

As at 30 June 1986 53,360 1.1 

As at 30 June 1987 53,702 0.6 

As at 30 June 1988 55,299 3.0 

As at 30 June 1989 54,704 (1.1) 

Total   3.7 

CPSU Membership Numbers 

To date Year Total membership % change 

As at 30 June 1990 89,949  

As at 30 June 1991 95,470* 6.1 

As at 30 June 1992 106,200* 11.2 

As at 30 June 1993 114,000** 7.3 

As at 30 June 1994 Not in return  

As at 30 June 1995 109,084  

As at 30 June 1996 106,080 -2.8 

As at 30 June 1997 96,586 -8.9 

As at  1998   

As at  1999   

As at  2000   

As at  2001   

As at 30 June 2002 61,273  

As at 30 June 2003 61,581 1.1 

As at 30 June 2004 58,066 -0.1 

As at 30 June 2005 57,803 -0.5 

As at 31 December 2006 57,188 -1.1 

As at 30 June 2007 57,028 -0.3 

As at 30 June 2008 55,462 -2.7 

As at 30 June 2009 55,310 -0.3 

As at 30 June 2010 54,394 -1.6 

As at 30 June 2011 54,994 1.1 

As at 30 June 2012 53,209 -3.2 

As at 30 June 2013 51,618 -3.0 

As at 30 June 2014 54,725 6.0 

As at 30 June 2015 55,188 0.8 

Total 1993** to 2015   -51.6 

 

*Substantial increases to membership in the early 1990s can be attributed to an on-going amalgamation process – see Figure 5.1 (Pedigree of 
CPSU).  As further unions amalgamated the numbers of the amalgamated union in its various names expanded by virtue of the amalgamation.  

1990 was the first return to the Australian Industrial Registrar by the amalgamated union.  In 1989 (54,704 members) and previous years, 

returns had been under the name of the ACOA (the host union) thereby making any previous comparison meaningless. 

 

**1993 is the highest point of membership of the CPSU in 2015 is marginally less than half of that for 1993 

 

Source various returns to the Australian Industrial Registrar and Fair Work Australia. 
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One policy agenda that developed during the Hawke and Keating Governments was a gradual 

move from a centralised wage fixation system through managed decentralism overseen by a 

tribunal system to the eventual adoption of Enterprise Bargaining as the primary means by 

which wages and conditions were fixed for the majority of Australian employees (Briggs and 

Buchanan 2002:2; Dabscheck 1994:160; Dow 2005:3; Landsbury 2000:32; Landsbury 

2000:35; O’Donnell and O’Brien 2008:634).  As mentioned, conciliation and arbitration was 

coupled with the wage restraint that formed part of the Accord between the ACTU and the 

Hawke Government in the early 1990s.  From 1983 to 1986, Australia had a heavily centralised 

system in which tribunal decisions accounted for the wage movements of the vast majority of 

the Australian workforce (Briggs and Buchanan 2000:7; Dabscheck 1995:21).  National wage 

cases brought down wage increases for employees covered by awards of the Australian 

Industrial Relations Commission (AIRC) and various state tribunals followed these decisions 

in providing similar increases to employees covered by state awards.  This period can be 

contrasted with other periods that preceded it because of an absence of over-award bargaining, 

a result of the wage restraint element of the Accord. 

 

The early years of the Hawke Government can also be contrasted with the period of time to 

follow in that wages became increasingly decentralised.  Commencing in late 1986 and taking 

hold over the following couple of years was a two-tiered wages system that enabled employees 

to access wage increases in terms of the Restructuring and Efficiency Principle.  In what 

became known as the 4 per cent second tier, a base increase of $10 per week was applied to all 

employees and a second increase (up to a maximum of 4 per cent) was available to employees 

who were able to negotiate improvements in productivity in return for the wage increase 

(Briggs and Buchanan 2000:10; Dabscheck 1995: 32; Hancock 1999:40; Hancock and 

Richardson 2004:197; O’Donnell and O’Brien 2008:634).  The 4 per cent second tier had two 
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major impacts for unions and employees.  Firstly by necessity, it shifted the focus of bargaining 

away from the national/central level to the industry, award or even enterprise level.  Secondly, 

the emphasis of negotiations shifted towards an investigation of funding wage increases from 

productivity rather than merely pegging wage increase to inflation or relativity with other 

groups of workers. 

 

The decentralised approach to wage setting continued in the 1988 and 1989 National Wage 

Cases with the adoption of the Structural Efficiency Principle (SEP) by state and federal 

tribunals.  The SEP sought to include a range of micro-economic strategies aimed at increasing 

skills, removing demarcation barriers, introducing new technology and  new forms of dispute 

resolution and employee participation (Briggs and Buchanan 2000: 10/11; Dabscheck 

1994:157; Hancock 1999:40; Hancock and Richardson 2004:197; O’Donnell and O’Brien 

2008:633).  Amongst other things, the SEP manifested itself in awards by a range of changes 

that included the broad-banding of classifications and single stream career paths for employees 

(O’Donnell and O’Brien 2008:633).  The change to award classifications structures was 

significant to most industries and occupational groups but was profound to the almost class-

based structure that had existed within the Australian public service (APS) (O’Donnell and 

O’Brien 2008:633)28.  The educational and entry barriers that existed between the various 

divisions within the public service were now removed and with it the last reason for different 

unions covering employees from different divisions.  As described later in this chapter when 

discussing union rules and amalgamation, this broad-banding was a catalyst for one of the more 

significant union amalgamations in the public sector (O’Donnell and O’Brien 2008:635). 

 

                                                           
28 The respondents (that were of sufficient age) all made reference to the separate divisions that existed in the 

APS  
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Following the managed decentralism of the 4 per cent second tier and the SEP, the Australian 

industrial relations system was dramatically changed by the introduction of Enterprise 

Bargaining (EB).  A paper that was developed by the Business Council of Australia (BCA) has 

taken credit for the intellectual conception of EB (Frenkel and Peetz 1990:72; Briggs and 

Buchanan 2000:11; Dabscheck 1995:27/8; Dabscheck 1994:156; Watson et al 2003:111).  The 

concept was adopted by the Accord partners (the ACTU and the Keating Labor Government).  

Unlike the previous changes that had been proposed by Accord partners, the AIRC did not 

cooperate, at least to the extent that those Accord partners thought appropriate, with the 

introduction of EB though the existing industrial relations framework.  The result was 

legislative change that enabled the introduction of a new form of industrial instrument29: a 

certified agreement to be the primary vehicle for the negotiation of site focused agreements.  

The Agreement would be negotiated by the parties30 and over-ride the award to the extent of 

any inconsistency.  Moreover, the previous role that had been reserved for the AIRC in 

approving industrial instruments was severely reduced and so long as the parties could 

demonstrate a range of statutory minimums were met, the AIRC was compelled to approve the 

agreement irrespective of its own views or perception of the public interest (Briggs and 

Buchanan 2000:14). 

 

EB was problematic for many unions in the service sector (O’Donnell and O’Brien 2008:633; 

Interview Moore 2011).  Unlike many of their counterparts in industry, service sector unions 

and employees often lacked the industrial muscle that became increasingly important in making 

                                                           
29 Certified Agreements had already been in place in the Federal industrial legislation.  S155 agreements had 

been introduced following a recommendation by the Hancock report upon which the 1988 Industrial Relations 

Act was based.  The s115 agreements still required the AIRC to apply the public interest test and did not have as 

much currency as later Certified Agreements (introduced following 1993 amendments) that did not require the 

application of the public interest test.  
30 Initially the parties to a certified agreement were the employer and one or more registered unions of 

employees – this later changed with further legislative change. 
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an employer respond to demands.  In addition, the concept of productivity, upon which EB was 

supposedly based, is difficult to define and/or measure in the service sector.  The CPSU and 

other service sector unions faced this issue and again with profound implications.  As will be 

discussed later, the Howard Government further decentralised the system of bargaining for the 

Australian Public Service (APS) by insisting upon bargaining at an agency level as opposed to 

a Whole-of-Government approach (O’Donnell and O’Brien 2008:636; Interview CPSU 3).  

This single factor of the focus of bargaining was instrumental in shaping the reorganisation of 

the CPSU on agency lines and the removal of elected state branch officials (Interview CPSU 2 

2011; Interview CPSU 4 2011; Interview CPSU 5 2011; Interview CPSU 8 2011; Interview 

Moore 2011).  The primary question of the research in this thesis is that very restructure and 

how it has impacted upon the capacity of the CPSU to continue to operate in an increasingly 

hostile environment. 

 

This period of time was also marked by a consultative approach that had been adopted in which 

unions were considered as partners (Interview Moore 2011).  The environment facing the 

CPSU during the Hawke/Keating Governments may not have appeared, a priori, to be 

conducive to growth of union density and influence.  A participative management system and 

a collaborative approach to the workforce were encouraged by the Government of the day.  

Industrial democracy was promoted by Government as a way in which to provide continuous 

improvement to the APS.  During the Accord, the CPSU was spared much membership loss 

that was afflicted on their private sector counterparts because of the relationship that was held 

with the Government of the day (Interview CPSU 10:2011).  This relationship with the 

Hawke/Keating Governments can be contrasted sharply with that which would later be 

experienced under the Howard Coalition Government (1996 – 2007). 
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The recurring theme of the APS being used by Governments of all political complexions to 

show how their legislation works was evidenced by the election and subsequent conduct of the 

Howard Government (Dickens & Bordogna 2008:544; O’Donnell and O’Brien 2008:636; 

O’Brien and O’Donnell 1999:449).  The Howard Government introduced the Workplace 

Relations Act 1996 (WRA) within twelve months of gaining office.  The objectives of the WRA 

were to reduce the role of awards and other centralised measures and increase the use of 

individual arrangements and included barriers to recruitment of new members by the restriction 

union entry to work places (Anderson, Griffin and Teicher 2002:50; Lund and Wright 2009:51; 

O’Donnell and O’Brien 2008:633; O’Brien and O’Donnell 1999:449; Interview Moore 2011; 

CPSU 1) 

 
The Howard Government continued to undermine the Weberian principles of bureaucracy that 

had long been a feature of employment within the APS (Anderson, Griffin and Teicher 

2002:47; Lund and Wright 2009:52; O’Donnell and O’Brien 2008:633; Interview Butler 2011; 

Interview CPSU 4 2011).  The gradual removal of the employment principles of merit, equity 

and tenure could not have any effect other than to make recruitment and retention of union 

members more difficult.  The performance of Government agencies (and senior executives) 

was measured against the private sector and the most cost efficient way of doing business was 

out-sourcing (Anderson, Griffin and Teicher 2002:50; Freiberg 2010:5; O’Donnell and 

O’Brien 2008:637; O’Brien and O’Donnell 1999:449; Pollitt 1995:134).  Competition with the 

private sector also led to examples of reduction in conditions and increase in workload in order 

to keep functions in-house (Anderson, Griffin and Teicher 2002:64).  Campaigns against 

privatisation were largely unsuccessful.  Where campaigns against privatisation were 

successful, the success was limited to partial maintenance of Government-direct employment 

rather than a total avoidance of outsourcing (Anderson, Griffin and Teicher 2002:64). 
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A more hostile approach was adopted by managers to right of entry in 2003 that was coupled 

with a fear of retribution from employees for attending union meetings (Cooper 2001:423; 

Lund and Wright 2009:52; O’Brien and O’Donnell 2008:642 Dickens & Bordogna 2008:544; 

Interview CPSU 1 2011; Interview Moore 2011).  Similar to the Fraser Government (but not 

in retaliation to any action on the part of the workforce) the Howard Government removed 

payroll deductions for union membership to attack public sector unions’ financial base 

(Anderson, Griffin and Teicher 2002:64; Interview Moore 2011; Interview CPSU 2 2011).  

Government policy prevented agencies from providing additional facilities to unions and 

required strict adherence to the provisions of the WRA regarding union right of entry 

(Anderson, Griffin and Teicher 2002:51; Interview Moore 2011; Interview CPSU 1 2011). 

 
It is not surprising that the CPSU encountered problems with recruitment and servicing its 

members during the period of the Howard Government (O’Brien and O’Donnell 2008:642; 

Lund and Wright 2009:51; Interview CPSU 2 2011).  The hostile industrial environment was 

coupled with actual reduction in the size of the public service by virtue of contracting out and 

privatisation (Anderson, Griffin and Teicher 2002:51; Lund and Wright 2009:52; Interview 

Moore 2011).  There could only be one perceivable result: a reduction in membership for the 

CPSU and between 1995 and 2000 the CPSU suffered a 40.3 per cent loss of membership 

(Cooper 2001:423).  As Table 5.1 demonstrates the CPSU’s membership has been halved in 

size from its zenith following the conclusion of the amalgamation process until this research 

has been undertaken (a period of one and one half decades).  Internally, this could only be 

viewed as a crisis, and the CPSU found itself like other public sector unions elsewhere needing 

to reinvent themselves or lose relevance altogether (Juravich and Bronfenbrenner 1998:270; 

Lund and Wright 2009:44). 
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During the 1990s, the CPSU became locked in a fight for survival (Anderson, Griffin and 

Teicher 2002:62; Interview CPSU 8 2011).  Agency-based bargaining, commercialisation and 

individual employment relationships all posed a threat to the continued existence of the CPSU 

(Anderson, Griffin and Teicher 2002:63; Lund and Wright 2009:52; Interview CPSU 8 2011), 

and the CPSU had suffered a reduction in membership to the size of the ACOA pre-

amalgamation (Cooper 2001:425). 
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Union Rules and Amalgamation 
 

The CPSU operates in the public sector almost exclusively in the sphere of the Commonwealth 

Government; but also including Territory Governments31 and services and organisations that 

have been privatised32 (FWA 2009c; Interview CPSU 2; CPSU 3; 2011; Moore 2011).  

Eligibility for membership includes a range of white collar, professional and administrative 

callings that one would usually expect to be employed by government.  Blue collar occupations 

such as tradesman (sic), artisan, mail officer or linesman (sic); telecommunications technician, 

labourer, ships painter and docker, driver, cleaners, security officers, domestic workers and 

gardeners are specifically excluded from the general membership (FWA 2009). 

 

As with all Australian unions, the CPSU and its predecessors are or have been the subject of 

regulation to ensure the union’s democratic operation.  It is instructive to consider the history 

of the ACOA in order to place the recently adopted renewal strategies in that context.  Until 

the 1960s, the ACOA operated as a collegiate system with a federal secretary being employed 

by the federal council of the union (Dickenson 1982:152; Interview Butler 2011).  In effect, 

this means that for at least half a century, rank and file members had no capacity to directly 

elect the leader of their union, and it is debatable as to whether or not this would constitute a 

truly democratic structure.  In the 1960s, the structure changed from a collegiate system to 

include a system of delegates from the various branches that made up the governing body of 

the union (Dickenson 1982:152). 

 

                                                           
31 Australian Capital Territory and Northern territory Governments – both jurisdictions have self-government 

including their own legislature, executive and judiciary but not the status of being states. 
32 Telecommunications for example – employees of Telstra. 
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Of significance to this research, an action was also taken by a state branch secretary in the 

1960s that had a profound impact upon the operation of the ACOA.  In Mackenzie v 

Administrative and Clerical Officers Association,33 the rules of the ACOA were held to be 

oppressive as they provided the same number of votes on the Federal Conference of the union 

regardless of the size of the membership in a particular state (Dickenson 1982:153; Juddery 

1980:180).  Overturning the electoral malapportionment that existed by virtue of inordinate 

power given to smaller state branches had the ironic effect of centralising power within the 

ACOA in the name of democracy.  A rule change was put into place that made a state branch’s 

voting power on the federal body of the union commensurate with its membership size.  To 

allow for the efficient operation of the union, a federal executive operated between federal 

conferences (Dickenson 1982:157) and met four times a year (Dickenson 1982:158). 

 

Like most Australian unions, the CPSU is the product of a range of amalgamations.  Figure 5.1 

illustrates the ‘pedigree34’ of the CPSU. Whilst the CPSU is the product of amalgamations in 

accordance with the ACTU plan for amalgamations between at least seven unions, the host 

union for the amalgamation process was the former ACOA (Hose and Rimmer 2002:529; 

Interview Moore 2011).  It can be presumed in most cases that, in the process of amalgamation, 

the structures of the dominant union will form the basis of the amalgamated union (Waddington 

1988:410). 

  

                                                           
33 (1962) 5 FLR 342 
34 The term pedigree is intended to demonstrate the previously existing unions that formed part of the 

amalgamated CPSU 
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Figure 5.1 CPSU Pedigree 
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The late 1970s brought about considerable changes for the ACOA in terms of its relations with 

the employer (the Fraser Government) as previously discussed but it also saw some structural 

change.  A legal opinion in 1977 brought about the practice of binding delegates to federal 

conferences to decisions of the various state branch councils (Dickenson 1982:156; Juddery 

1980:256), thereby ensuring that delegates follow the state branch ‘line’ in any vote that 

occurred at a federal level.  It is possible to debate the extent to which binding a delegate to a 

decision is truly democratic in its practical application but of relevance to the research at hand, 

it demonstrates an historical amount of autonomy afforded to state branches within the rules of 

the ACOA.  Whilst operating autonomously and the subject of their own elections, state branch 

councils were subordinate to the federal conference of the ACOA (Dickenson 1982: 1).  The 

federal conference being the supreme governing body of the ACOA provides the structural 

basis that ultimately led to the CPSU abolition of state branches as elected entities. 

 

Throughout this time the ACOA operated with a reasonably minimal structure at a state level.  

Traditionally, the ACOA was structured in such a way as to have very few paid officials at a 

branch level.   A branch typically consisted of an elected branch secretary and appointed 

industrial officers as well as an employed office manager and office staff (Dickenson 

1982:159).  The governing body of the branch consisted of councillors elected from 

membership (Dickenson 1982:159). 

 

It is of interest that there were no organisers employed by the branch or elected by the 

membership.  One possible explanation of this absence of organisers is a reliance on industrial 

officers to provide a ‘fix’ to problems in industrial tribunals rather than using the various tools 

preferred under the organising model such as campaigning and exerting pressure on 
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management at the workplace level (Cooper 2001:435; Peetz et al 2007:152; Simms and 

Holgate 2008:1; Voss and Sherman 2000:310).  The recruitment and training of skilled 

organisers is considered one of the essential features of the successful implementation of the 

organising model (Barton, Snell and Fairbrother: 2008:1).  An absence of organisers would 

also tend to indicate that recruitment of new members was traditionally not a problem and that 

existing structures (whether that be workplace delegates or employer acquiescence or even 

assistance) was adequate in providing a sufficient level of membership for the union to operate 

effectively.  As was referenced in the earlier discussion regarding the context/employer, there 

was no crisis of falling membership facing the ACOA during this period of expansion of 

employment with the Commonwealth Government following World War II.  Even the more 

aggressive attitude adopted by the Fraser Government did not result in a free-fall of 

membership and in fact the attitude adopted by the Fraser Government may well have served 

to improve the relevance of the ACOA and other public sector unions to members and potential 

members.  By attacking pre-existing conditions, the Fraser Government provided public sector 

employees with a reason to join the ACOA: to protect those existing conditions (Interview 

Fowler 2011; Interview Butler 2011).  It follows that there was no apparent need for structural 

change within the ACOA whilst membership remained stable. 

 

The ACOA evolved from being a staff association to being part of the broader union movement 

(Anderson, Griffin and Teicher 2002:48; Juddery 1980:255; Dickenson 1982:150; O’Donnell 

and O’Brien 2008:633), and this evolution can be explained by a number of factors including 

the need to work more closely with other unions to campaign against an employer.  

Traditionally, the ACOA had a history of opposition to affiliation with the ALP and ACTU 

(Anderson, Griffin and Teicher 2002:54; Dickenson 1982:133; Juddery 1980:271) but the 

contact with other unions to collaborate against the Fraser Government (1975 – 1983) led to 
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affiliation to the ACTU.  Traditionally the non-affiliation to the ALP was common amongst 

white collar public sector unions whose membership consider all political parties as the 

employer once a party forms government.  It might also be the case that the political orientation 

of many white collar public sector employees was traditionally conservative.  Becoming part 

of the broader trade union movement also brought with it changes in tactics, a more aggressive 

attitude to taking industrial action while involvement in protests about broader community and 

economic issues also made ACTU affiliation easier (Anderson, Griffin and Teicher 2002:55; 

Interview Moore 2011). 

 

As with other unions, public sector unions adopted a policy of amalgamation as a renewal 

strategy (Anderson, Griffin and Teicher 2002:68; Interview Moore 20111).  The CPSU is one 

of the unions in which the ACTU plan was fully completed (Hose and Rimmer 2002:529; 

Interview Moore 2011).  The amalgamation of the various unions into the CPSU would 

therefore be considered a success in terms of the ACTU amalgamation plan despite an 

unsuccessful disamalgamation attempt by scientists, engineers and librarians in Victoria (Ellem 

2000:8) initial opposition from the amalgamation partner, the Australian Public Service 

Association (Anderson, Griffin and Teicher 2002:62); and the failure to amalgamate with State 

Public Service Federations (Moore 2011).  A supplementary motive for amalgamation was to 

respond to a growing anti-union environment (Anderson, Griffin and Teicher 2002:68) and in 

this regard, the two principal unions the ACOA and APSA considered amalgamation as early 

as 1977 brought on by close collaboration during a campaign against the adversarial attitude 

of the Fraser Government (Anderson, Griffin and Teicher 2002:58; Juddery 1980:276). 

 

One of the principal microeconomic objectives of the amalgamation process, consistent with 

the corporatist agenda of the ACTU/Hawke Keating Governments’ accords, was reducing the 
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number of unions with which an employer was required to interact (Hose and Rimmer 2002 

538; Rimmer 1981:324; Tomkins 1999:64).  In 1973 the Public Service Board dealt with 70 

unions (Anderson, Griffin and Teicher 2002:52), and the amalgamation process was further 

advanced by the Structural Efficiency Principle35 whereby 93 job classifications were collapsed 

into 8 levels, and 180 pay points into 43 (Anderson, Griffin and Teicher 2002:61; O’Brien and 

O’Donnell 2009:634).  The initial APSA opposition to the amalgamation process was 

overcome by the reduction in job classifications that would otherwise threaten the APSA’s 

continued existence, as a number of the specific occupations that were specified in the APSA 

rules were subsumed into more generic classifications (Anderson, Griffin and Teicher 2002:62; 

Butler 2011; O’Brien and O’Donnell 2009:634).  Rank and file resistance to amalgamation was 

also over-ridden by the need to survive (Anderson, Griffin and Teicher 2002:62), which is 

consistent with the maxim that macro- considerations will over-ride the micro- considerations 

for a union amalgamation (Waddington 1988:415). 

 

Affiliation with the ACTU brought the ACOA and other public sector unions within the 

broader trade union movement and, given the lead role played by the ACTU in the 

amalgamation process (Griffin 2002: 11; Hose and Rimmer 2002:527; Tomkins 1999:71), 

affiliation with the ACTU would most likely have led to an encouragement to amalgamate 

along industry lines to create the CPSU at least in the area of commonwealth employment.  

Whilst the amalgamation process went according to the ACTU plan, for the CPSU (Griffin 

2002:14), as elsewhere, amalgamation did not stem the flow of membership decline (Anderson, 

Griffin and Teicher 2002:68; Griffin 2002:14).  This failure led the CPSU like other unions to 

search for other strategies to renew membership numbers.  As with their private sector 

                                                           
35 The Structural Efficiency Principle was adopted by the Australian Industrial Relations Commission in the 

1989 National Wage Case and prescribed amongst other things that the number of job classifications in award 

be reduced into generic skill-based classifications (Dabscheck 1995;60) 
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counterparts the choice taken by CPSU was to adopt the organising model of the 1990s based 

on mobilisation around collective issues (Cooper 2001:423; Interview Moore 2011). 
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Adoption of the Organising Model 
 

A crisis of membership decline was necessary for the CPSU to adopt the organising model 

(Cooper 2001:423; Lund and Wright 2009:52; Interview Moore 2011; Interview CPSU 4 2011, 

Interview CPSU 5 2011, Interview CPSU 9 2011) and this is consistent with the experience of 

other unions in Australia and abroad (Griffin and Moors 2004:42; Pocock 1998:19; Voss and 

Sherman 2000:341).  The changes to structures and methods adopted by the CPSU to 

implement the organising model required commitment from the union’s leadership, and the 

experience was that some existing officials were able to frustrate its implementations (Cooper 

2001:423).  Some members were used to being serviced by their own organiser who would 

have a history of site negotiations and understand the politics within the particular worksite 

(Cooper 2001:430; Interview CPSU 2, 5 2011).  Members who were not comfortable with 

using a members’ call centre in a remote location to deal with individual issues such as 

grievances and discipline (Cooper 2001:430; Lund and Wright 2009:54; Interview CPSU 2 

2011, Interview CPSU 4 2011, Interview CPSU 5 2011) meant that: 

“…acceptance [within the CPSU] of the new call centre system was far from uniform, with 

significant resistance among members.  According to the call centre manager, the biggest 

membership ‘pushback’ related to ‘movement away from individual servicing (face-to-face 

servicing) to what would initially appear to be fairly mechanical servicing” (Lund and Wright 

2009:54) 

 

Opposition also came from officials who, feeling threatened by change, were used to servicing 

their members in the way that members preferred (i.e. face to face).  As was evident from 

interviews conducted for this research, some union members welcome the efficiency of the use 

of calls centres but lament the associated absence of personal contact (Interview Gardiner 

2011).  Some officials rightly felt threatened by the change and felt that their job was in 
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jeopardy of being ‘dumbed down’ or changed to such an extent that it did not resemble its 

former self (Interview CPSU 2 2011, Interview CPSU 4 2011, Interview CPSU 5 2011).  One 

respondent (Interview CPSU 9 2011) related that it was explained to her that her job, post-

implementation of the organising model, was to be ‘paint by numbers’- that is that an organiser 

would be provided with a pre-prepared script that would require recital of lines to potential 

members, including dealing with objections to joining the union.  Any complex, time 

consuming and interesting (in the view of the organiser) matters would be referred to the 

members’ call centre for further advice and assistance to the member, freeing the organiser to 

continue to recruit more members.  Here, the experience within the CPSU is again consistent 

with the observations made of other unions adopting the organising model that there is bound 

to be an element of resistance to such a profound change to union business and methods 

(Cooper 2001:427; Griffin and Moors 2004:41; Voss and Sherman 2000:321). 

 

The adoption of the organising model involved a number of initiatives including the use of 

organising works36, adoption of organising units and the employment of lead organisers 

(Cooper 2001:424; Interview Moore 2011; CPSU 5 2011).  This structure is of considerable 

contrast to the structures and methods traditionally adopted by the ACOA, which, as previously 

noted, did not even employ organisers but rather industrial officers at a branch level. 

 

Consistent with most other Australian unions, amalgamation was one of the strategies adopted 

by public sector unions in order to combat a decline in membership (Anderson, Griffin and 

Teicher 2002:68).  The next strategy was the adoption of the organising model.  The adoption 

of the organising model resulted in structural change and lines of accountability based on 

                                                           
36 Organising works was an ACTU initiative intended to train future union officials in the methods of the 

organising model 
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employing government departments as the basis for organising campaigns (Anderson, Griffin 

and Teicher 2002:68; Cooper 2001:424; Moore 2011).  The CPSU split functions of organising, 

introduced a more strategic approach to organising and adopted an organising approach to 

building membership (Cooper 2001:426; Lund and Wright 2009:47; Interview Moore 2011).  

This new approach included a ban on organisers handling individual grievances, unfair 

dismissal and traditional servicing roles (Cooper 2001:427; Interview Moore 2011; Interview 

CPSU 8 2011).  As is to be expected in unions generally (Voss and Sherman 2000:321) the 

removal of traditional servicing roles from officials was met by resistance from officials and 

members within the CPSU (Cooper 2001:427).  To deal with servicing issues, the CPSU 

adopted  the use of a national call centre to deal with servicing to handle grievances promptly, 

identify organising opportunities and ease the servicing workload for officials (Cooper 

2001:428). 

 

There was also a radical national restructure (Cooper 2001:422; Interview Moore 2011) that is 

the focus of this research.  The restructure included the abandonment of branch structures, 

adoption of vertical section-based structures and centralising administrative functions (Cooper 

2001:429; Lund and Wright 2009:44).  Not surprisingly, the restructure was met with some 

resistance from state branches regarding autonomy (Cooper 2001:429; Interview CPSU 4, 8 

2011).  Justification of the restructure was to promote organising reform by splitting organising 

and servicing (Cooper 2001:429; Lund and Wright 2009:54).  The restructure was intended to 

ensure greater emphasis on planning and monitoring new member figures and retention rates 

(Cooper 2001:429).  To achieve results with respect to the restructure it was considered 

necessary to centralise a number of functions (Cooper 2001:430). 
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The Reorganisation 
 

As has been stated previously, to describe the reorganisation that occurred within the CPSU as 

a rule change (or series of rule changes) understates its significance.  Whilst a series of rule 

changes were necessary for the reorganisation to take place, it was merely the instrument by 

which a much-needed overhaul of the CPSU was given effect (Interview CPSU 8 2011). 

 

The reorganisation was the result of a membership crisis and in the view of at least one of the 

respondents interviewed for this research the CPSU would not now exist had it not been for the 

reorganisation (Interview CPSU 8 2011).  There may be an element of hyperbole associated in 

such a response but there is little doubt that the reorganisation has placed the CPSU in a much 

better position to organise within its key areas of membership coverage than had the 

reorganisation not occurred. 

 

The restructure must be considered in three phases.  The first phase of structural change took 

place in 1996, wherein national sections were introduced into the structure of the union 

(Interview CPSU 8 2011).  At this time, the finances of the union were centralised under the 

control of the National Management Committee (Cooper 2001:429)  Until this time, the CPSU 

operated much along the lines of the ACOA’s structure with additional positions that had been 

introduced to accommodate the specific needs of guest unions to the amalgamation process.  

Most notably the CSIRO Staff Association and the Australian Broadcasting Corporation Staff 

Union, but also the Association of Health Professionals (see Figure 5.1).  In 1995, positions of 

Section Councillors and full-time paid Section Secretaries were introduced on top of (or beside) 

the traditional state and territory branch structure that the CPSU had inherited from the ACOA. 
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The second phase of the restructure took place in 2001 and was known as “CPSU in renewal” 

(Interview CPSU 8 2011).  As will be explored later in this chapter, this phase was largely 

inspired by the policy manifesto Unions@Work (ACTU 2001) and the more specific adaption 

to CPSU@Work (Workplace Express 2001).  The various sections that had been established in 

1995 were grouped into divisions and full-time divisional secretaries were appointed to run the 

divisions that were made up of like sections.  The exception to this structure was the ABC and 

CSIRO section secretaries who remained autonomous of the divisional structure.  The 2001 

phase was clearly seen as increasing a central focus of the union and to appease the various 

state and territory branches, regional counsellors were also introduced into the structure.  The 

rather unwieldy result was a combination of: 

 National Secretary; 

 Assistant National Secretary; 

 Divisional Secretaries; 

 Assistant Divisional Secretaries; 

 National Councillors; 

 Section Secretaries; 

 Section Assistant Secretaries; 

 Section Presidents; 

 Deputy Section Presidents; 

 Section Treasurers; 

 Section Councillors; 

 Regional Secretaries (state and territory branches); 

 Regional Councillors; and 

 Professional Officer Councillors (AIR 2003) 
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The third phase of the restructure occurred in 2005 wherein the various divisions and state and 

territory branches were abolished and removed from the structure of the CPSU.  It is this third 

and final phase of the restructure that has been the subject of less examination but is, it will be 

argued, the most significant and radical departure from the state-based union structure.  This 

third and final phase with its abolition of state and territory branches is the primary focus of 

the research for this chapter. 
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Figure 5.2 a Graphical Representation of the Reorganisation: 

 

Figure 5.2 

CPSU Restructure 
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In the 2001 phase, the reorganisation was described as a renewal process (Workplace Express 

2001), language consistent with much of the literature concerning the adoption of the 

organising model (see, for example Fairbrother and Yates 2003).  The necessity of a crisis in 

membership brought about a radical response but in a more micro-sense, the two major internal 

and external reasons for the reorganisation was the adoption of the organising model and 

changes to bargaining patterns respectively.  The key external factor is the change to the 

bargaining structure that was instituted by the government and imposed on the CPSU.  The 

CPSU adopted the organising model to attempt to address a decline in union membership that 

had been on-going and acute.  The internal impetus for the reorganisation is the adoption of the 

organising model and an associated strategy of driving the implementation of such a model 

from the top down. 

 

The structure of the CPSU had been similar to that of most Australian unions that operate in 

all jurisdictions37.  The structure was that of a federation with various state and territory 

branches paying sustenance to the federal office.  In the case of the CPSU, head office is located 

in Sydney, however, the Melbourne and Canberra offices have long held considerable influence 

within the organisation because of the nature of industries covered by the CPSU - in particular 

Commonwealth Government departments.  As figure 5.2 illustrates, the reorganisation of the 

CPSU had the effect of substantial administrative changes as well as representing a change in 

strategic direction. 

 

Administrative Changes brought about by the Restructure 

                                                           
37 Meaning states of territories of Australia 
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In an administrative sense, the existing state branch structure was abolished to make way for a 

national structure.  Instead of electing a state branch secretary and other office holders at a 

state/territory level, the membership would now elect positions that were based on agency lines 

at a national level.  For example, a CPSU member employed by the Australian Taxation Office 

in Brisbane would no longer vote for a Queensland branch secretary.  Instead, that same CPSU 

member would have the opportunity to vote for a national secretary of the Tax Section of the 

Union.  Similarly, the structure of the union went from being a state-based structure to a 

national sectional structure.  State/territory offices would remain but be staffed by employees 

appointed from the national office. 

 

An examination of the CPSU’s 2011 Annual Return38 (FWA 2011) provides an explanation of 

the elected national positions that were in place at the CPSU in 2011.  According to the 2011 

Annual Return, there are 69 elected positions at a national level.  Table 5.2 contains the titles 

of elected positions and the number of positions and the number of those positions occupied 

by full time employees of the union: 

  

                                                           
38 Annual Returns are required to be filed with Fair Work Australia for all federally registered industrial 

organisations. 
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Table 5.2 

 

CPSU Elected Positions (2011) 

 

Position No. 

Full 

time 

Section Governing Councillor 18 nil 

Section Secretary 41 2 

Section President 3 nil 

Assistant National Secretary 1 1 

Deputy National President 2 2 

Deputy Secretary 2 2 

National President 1 1 

National Secretary 1 1 

TOTAL 69 9 

 

Source FWA 2011 

 

Of the 41 Section Secretary positions, all are allocated to the following various work areas; 

however, only two of these officials (ABC & CSIRO) are full-time paid employees of the union 

(full-time paid official).  It is reasonable to suggest that out of the large number of elected 

positions there are a relatively small number of full-time officials elected. 

 

The positions of section governing councilor (18), section secretary (41) and section president 

(3) are all honorary and elected by the members within their respective section.  The other 

seven positions are the full-time National Officer positions elected by and from the total 

membership.  Collectively these positions form the union’s peak elected decision making body 

called the governing council (Interview CPSU 8 2011). 
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Table 5.3 shows the agencies and industries to which section secretaries are elected and also 

indicates those cases where the sections have elected presidents and governing counsellors 

along with the number of those governing counsellors: 

Table 5.3 

CPSU Elected Section Officials (by Section 2011) 

Section Secretary S/P G/C Section Secretary S/P G/C 

Australian Broadcasting 
Commission (ABC) (F/T) 

  Department of Families, Housing, 
Community Services and Indigenous 

Affairs 

  

Australian Capital Territory 
Government 

 

 1 Food Inspectorial Service 
 

  

Agriculture Fishing 
Forestry/Australian Quarantine 

Inspection Service 

  Health &Aging 
 

  

Attorney General & Courts 
 

  Human Services 
 

  

Australia Post 

 

  Indigenous 

 

  

AusAid 

 

  Job Ser Australia 

 

  

Broadcasting 
 

  Medibank 
 

  

Community Services 

 

1 7 Medicare 

 

 1 

Child Support Agency 

 

  Meteorology 

 

  

Commonwealth Scientific and 
Industrial Research Organisation 

(CSIRO) (F/T) 

 1 National Security 
 

  

CSL (formerly Commonwealth 
Serum Laboratories) & Pfizer 

  Northern Territory Public Service 
 

  

Cultural Institutions 

 

  Prime Minister &Cabinet, Parliament 

& Representatives 

  

Customs 

 

 1 Protective Services 

 

  

Defence 
 

 1 Scientific Research 
 

  

Dept of Immigration & 

Citizenship 
 

 1 Statistics 

 

  

Education, Employment and 
Workplace Relations 

  Tax 
 

1 5 

Electrical and Emp. Reg. 

 

  Telco 

 

  

EWHA (Higher Education) 

 

  Telstra 

 

  

Foreign Affairs &Trade 
 

  Treasury, Finance & Administration 
 

  

 Veterans’ Affair 

 

  

 

SP = Section President; GC = Governing Councillor; F/T = Full time paid union official 

Source FWA 2011 
 

As can be seen from Table 5.3, there are only eight sections (shaded) that had elected governing 

councillors as of 2011.  Of these only two sections (Community Services and Tax) had elected 

presidents (shaded in Cerise) and these sections had multiple Governing Councillors. 
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Figure 5.3 Elected National Structure after 2005 Reorganisation 
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To provide context for the elected positions, Figure 5.3 sets out the bodies to which the various 

positions are elected. 

 

The election of positions to national sections can be viewed as quite a dramatic departure from 

the state- and territory-based structure and post-2001 conglomerate structure that existed prior 

to the 2005 restructure.  Most obvious is that officials are now elected purely on the basis of 

where they work (as in who is their employer) as opposed to where they reside (in which state 

or territory).  The change from work location (industry/agency) is rational in the context in 

which the reorganisation has been considered; however, it does lend itself to other anomalies 

and perhaps unintended consequences that will be discussed later when considering the impact 

of the reorganisation.  

 

Strategic Direction of the Reorganisation 

 

In a strategic sense the reorganisation allowed for the functions of organising and servicing to 

be split with individuals and resources to be focused on one or the other function (Cooper 

2001:426; Lund and Wright 2009:47; Interview CPSU 2 2011; Interview CPSU 4 2011).  To 

ease the servicing workload of officials and allow for a greater focus on organising, the 

Membership Service Centre (MSC) (a call centre established at a national level and staffed 

with appropriately qualified employees in a central location) was established to take the load 

from servicing work (Cooper 2001:428; Lund and Wright 2009:52; Interview CPSU 8 2011; 

Interview CPSU 5 2011). 

 

The 2005 phase of the reorganisation was said to change the governance of the union by (AIR 

2005:2): 
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 Creating a new governing council to replace the long serving National Council; 

 Giving the governing council specific powers in the governance of the union; 

 Removal of divisional, regional and professional officers groupings; 

 Creating national position elected by the membership; and 

 Creating a new executive committee to replace the existing national management 

committee 

 

The new governing council was said to be “responsible for setting the strategic plan for the 

whole union, setting the strategic direction and objectives of the union and establishing policy 

for operation of the union” (AIR 2005:2).  The rule change was also said to define clearly the 

roles of the two bodies Governing Council and Executive Committee than had been the case 

for their respective predecessors (AIR 2005:2), as well as free the largely rank-and-file-elected 

Governing Council from administrative drudgery allowing it to focus on strategic issues such 

as national bargaining agendas (Interview CPSU 8 2011). 

 

In both a strategic and administrative sense, the reorganisation was intended to focus resources 

to organising, thereby adopting a key plank of the organising model (Fletcher and Herd 

1998:39, 44; Griffin and Moors 2004:46; Cooper 2001:427).  By freeing officials of their 

servicing workload greater emphasis could be placed on the business of organising and by this 

means growing the union.  By directing members’ enquiries to the MSC, economies of scale 

are gained for the union by not duplicating those resources in every state and territory branch, 

as would have been necessitated without such a reorganisation (Lund and Wright 2009:45; 

Interview Moore 2011). 
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Why Reorganise? 
 

Membership decline is a feature of discussion concerning unions in Australia and throughout 

the world.  It is of little surprise that reorganisation is explained by the crisis in union 

membership experienced by the CPSU (Lund and Wright 2009:44) and in this regard it can be 

considered typical of most Australian unions.  As has been previously established however, the 

election of the Howard Government resulted in a bigger shock to the CPSU than it did for most 

unions, as the transformation was from being social partners in a quasi-corporatist style 

arrangement under the Keating Government to being the exemplar for the neo-liberal and 

openly anti-union policies of the newly elected conservative Government: 

And it was done at a time when union membership was declining quite rapidly after Howard 

in 96 so I think there was some really key decisions to be made about you know, the longevity 

of the union, and decisions needed to be made to ensure that you know, that we were going to 

be best placed if membership continued to decline (Interview CPSU 2 2011) 

 

There was no dissent amongst respondents that the membership decline was a key factor in 

providing the rationale for the reorganisation.  Nor was there any doubt that the environment 

faced by the CPSU was a very hostile one. 

It also had been a huge shock … because you would remember during the 80s the public service 

had had major internal and policy reviews which led to really good working conditions.  

During the 80s the public service led the issues around equal employment opportunities, 

occupational health and safety changes, industrial democracy with unions and managers … 

having all kinds of network of consultative infrastructure.  All these things had become an 

accepted part of working in the Australian Public Service … there were these protections and 

securities around not just the work you were doing but the environment in which you were 

working.  And to have that withdrawn within ten years it was a tremendous cultural shock.  And 
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all those internal structures of industrial democracy and paid time to attend meetings … 

delegates being flown to attend meetings with their … management on different issues.  In some 

departments it stopped completely in some departments it was cut back and no one was secure 

from it.  So it was the whole environment of the employment process was very much damaged 

and then of course we had the real push with the IR changes to have individual contracts and 

AWAs.  All of which were completely unknown to the collective agreement process that we had 

in the public service (Interview Moore 2011) 

 

A central theme of this Chapter, is the tendency of Australian governments to use their own 

employees to demonstrate their preferred industrial relations policy (Dickens and Bordogna 

2008:544).  In this regard, the Howard Government was by no means unwilling to use the APS 

to test and demonstrate its own legislation and philosophy and may well have surpassed any 

previous or subsequent government in this regard: 

The public service were the crash test dummies for the Howard government.  They were always 

going to practice their industrial relations beliefs on their own employees before they visited 

upon them, those beliefs upon the rest of the Australian workforce.  So whatever happened out 

in the broader community we started to feel the affects some six to twelve months beforehand 

(Interview CPSU 8 2011) 

 

The CPSU was not only faced with a hostile environment experienced by the remainder of the 

trade union movement, it was also matched against an employer ideologically and politically 

committed to the neo-Liberal industrial relations policy it espoused.  The ideological 

commitment might be shared by some employers in the private sector, however, from an 

industrial relations perspective, the Howard Government’s raison d'être was to pursue an 
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agenda of labour market deregulation and de-unionisation (Bramble 2008:184; Landsbury 

2000:37; Lund and Wright 2009:44; Watson et al 2003:112). 

 

As unions are almost exclusively financed by subscriptions from members, it follows that any 

reduction in membership will have a deleterious impact on the resources available to the union 

and its on-going capacity to perform its key functions of representing its membership.  The 

corollary to the decline in membership experienced by the CPSU is the decline in the CPSU’s 

resource base: 

we were facing some fairly serious budget issues and also some fairly serious organising 

challenges … because of the, a combative federal government (Interview Moore 2011);  

 

…. we were I think killing ourselves in terms of our finances.  We had the employer attacking 

us from one aspect in terms of cutting off PRDs39 and reducing our access to workplaces and 

we know the affects that that had on membership etcetera.  But we also realised that we need 

to do things internally in a different way to generate whatever income we could in order to 

support our organising efforts (Interview CPSU 8 2011) 

 

This sudden decline in membership experienced by the CPSU was untimely in consideration 

of its broader strategic objectives.  The sudden reduction in resources, if left unchecked, would 

have been a major threat to the proper resourcing of an effective strategy (that is, the organising 

model) to address the decline.  If the organising model has been recognised as the means by 

which a decline in membership is to be addressed (Conrow and Delp 1999:42; Bronfenbrenner 

and Juravich 1998:19; Pocock 1998:19; Peetz, Pocock and Houghton 1997:152) and the 

adoption of the organising model requires a significant amount of resources (Fletcher and Herd 

                                                           
39 Payroll Deductions of union membership subscriptions by the employer 
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1998:39, 44; Griffin and Moors 2004:46; Cooper 2001:427) it follows that some corrective 

action was necessary to provide those resources: 

With all of the dispersed resources, it was very hard to use those in a, in a targeted way.  So 

the large amount of the play was along the lines of, we need to rationalise our resources, our 

charts of accounts (Interview CPSU 4 2011); and 

 

… the lack of control of resources at the local level means that when necessary, the national 

office can concentrate resources to run a big campaign that you would never be able to achieve 

in a small branch like (jurisdiction removed to ensure anonymity of respondent).  And you 

know, I was liberated as a branch official when I never, I didn’t have to worry about the branch 

budget anymore and whether we could pay our salary bill.  That was somebody else’s concern 

and I had to make sure I liaised closely with the CFO who, about what I could do with 

resources, whether I could write a particular cheque for a certain amount.  So in some ways 

they’d liberated me.  Just focus on what I needed to do rather than to just worry about whether 

I had the money to do it (Interview CPSU 4 2011) 

 

The restructure also allowed for a reduction in the time and resource consuming, administrative 

tasks and allowed officials in the branch to focus on strategies intended to increase the size of 

the membership of the union (Lund and Wright 2009:52).  Economies of scale could also be 

realised by a removal of the duplication of resources and administration (Lund and Wright 

2009:45; Workplace Express 2001): 

(Administration) went from being a Queensland executive responsibility you know that we 

handled the budget and we did things at that level to being part of the national budget where 

we bid for a certain amount of money from the national office and then they allocated it 

(Interview Moore 2011). 
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Instead of running a payroll for employees of the union in each state or territory, a payroll was 

run nationally for all employees of the CPSU.  Rather than having books of accounts for each 

branch, the CPSU could both consolidate its administrative functions as well as increase its 

purchasing power: 

… we virtually replicated ourselves seven or eight times over right across the organisation.  

And then we sat down and worked out the amount of money that that duplication was costing 

us and that we could better spend that in organising (Interview CPSU 8 2011) 

 

For more expensive matters such as legal representation, insurance and information and 

communication technology, purchasing power can be very useful in negotiating service 

agreements, particularly at a national level. 

 

The recurring theme associated with the membership decline is the adoption of the organising 

model.  The majority of respondents were able to point to the adoption of the organising model 

as a key driving force behind the reorganisation brought about by CPSU@Work.  Care was 

taken not to guide respondents in the interviews, but all of those familiar with the term were 

able to identify the reorganisation with the adoption of the organising model by the CPSU: 

whatever savings we could put back into organising our focus for organising would be on 

activity and growth and that was that we’re far better off adopting that sort of strategy rather 

than one of just trying to cut corners all the time and slowly dying (Interview CPSU 8 2011) 

 

One respondent, a rank and file member (Interview Gardiner 2011), was unfamiliar with the 

term organising model but was able to provide examples of how he as a member had been 
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serviced from the MSC and commented on how impressed he was by the skills and abilities of 

the official that provided the service for his individual issue. 

 

It has also been recognised that opposition from members and officials will often pose the 

biggest threat to the proper introduction of the organising model (Fletcher and Herd 1998:42; 

Cooper 2001:423).  In that regard many even advocate the removal, in the most unceremonious 

terms, of officials who are not in favour of or are not up to an organising role (Fletcher and 

Herd 1998:42).  One respondent, a previous Branch Secretary, identified that his or her methods 

did not accord with the adoption of the organising model and helps explain a major side effect 

of the restructure: 

But as an official, I felt I was always struggling to recruit to get people (Interview CPSU 4 

2011); and 

 

… we were having the discussions about the organising model and what did it mean and we 

looked at the SIEU example in the United States but in terms of bringing some of the dinosaurs 

like myself, around to incorporating that …I tinkered with it and played with it but really it 

was, I wasn’t a good user of that technique and… the more effective use of it sort of came after 

I was moved from being a full time official (Interview CPSU 4 2011) 

 

In the case of this respondent (CPSU 4) it is perhaps significant that he or she was the last of 

the elected secretaries for the jurisdiction in which he or she was an official of the CPSU.  It is 

also noteworthy that one of his or her successors as an appointed director, who was also 

interviewed, demonstrated a far greater appreciation of, and affiliation with, the organising 

model.  In itself, the abolition of the state branch structure was ostensibly and primarily 

concerned with the allocation of resources to allow for organising and campaigning at a 
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national level.  A less apparent side effect could also be the removal of officials that were 

unable or unwilling to assist with the adoption of an organising focus within the CPSU.  

Admittedly this is an isolated example and by no means is there the weight of evidence to 

suggest that the removal of recalcitrant elected officials (or officials openly resistant to the 

organising model) was even on the agenda for CPSU@Work.  Nonetheless it must be 

recognised that those promoting change within an organisation would see the potential for 

removal of employees who are likely to provide barriers to change by the removal of an elected 

position of state secretary and its replacement with an appointed position of state director. 
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What Allowed the Restructure? 
 

Closely linked to the question of why reorganise is the question what allowed the restructure 

to occur?  Prime amongst those enablers was the change to bargaining structure imposed by 

the employer. 

 

Figure 5.2, demonstrates graphically the significance of the change to the bargaining structure, 

albeit imposed on the CPSU and its members, to the restructure.  The level of bargaining shifted 

from the national level to the sector-wide level through the process of managed decentralism 

associated with the Structural Efficiency Principle (Briggs and Buchanan 2002:2; Dabscheck 

1994:160; Landsbury 2000:32 & 35; Lund and Wright 2009:44; O’Donnell and O’Brien 

2008:634).  Further, the introduction of enterprise bargaining shifted the level of bargaining 

further to the agency level.  With its genesis under the Keating Government, agency level 

negotiation gained full momentum under the Howard Government.  Agency-level negotiation 

meant that the CPSU had to respond to an employer (or employers given the agency level 

focus) who were organised at a national level.  Negotiations would take place at a national level 

and subsequent agreements were entered into at that level: 

By that point we realised enterprise bargaining at the agency level was in it was the dominant 

force so we realised that we needed to organise things on a national enterprise level (Interview 

CPSU 8 2011). 

 

To be able to match the employer’s agenda, let alone advance any claims on behalf of the 

membership, the CPSU needed to be organised in such a way that it could provide a national 

response to national bargaining on an agency specific set of negotiations.  To mount the type 

of campaigns that would be likely to persuade a Commonwealth Government department, 
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particularly one that is under strict instructions from the government of the day and central 

agencies such as Treasury, significant resources needed to be marshalled: 

 

…we can’t really run an effective national campaign against Telstra or against Custom-, in 

Customs or in Centrelink, which operate nationally unless we’ve got some divisional control 

of the organising resources rather than coming to the branch secretaries and asking them to 

assign some of their organisers to these campaigns because the branch secretary may have a 

divergent view from the divisional leadership about the appropriate allocation of those 

organising resources (Interview CPSU 4 2011); and 

 

...and a lot of people that had been, had held power in the branch structure started moving to 

this divisional structure which was agency by agency and that was where the decision making 

seemed to be moving to and the branches seemed to be becoming more, or have less power and 

be less involved say with the big campaigns.  A lot of the decisions with big national campaign 

whereas I think previously, the states were left to determine how they would implement a 

campaign. I think there was a lot more control centralised with the divisional structure and 

decisions were made in the divisions and kind of imposed upon the branches (Interview CPSU 

5 2011) 

 

It was clear that to oppose any employer offensive or seek to advance any conditions a 

disciplined campaign needed to be run on a national basis.  The consensus amongst respondents 

was that the requisite resources could not be allocated by state and territory branches 

particularly outside the major centres for the CPSU of Sydney, Melbourne and Canberra. 
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Interestingly, any thoughts that the election of a Labor government in 2007 would bring about 

a return to service-wide bargaining were proved to be unfounded.  Despite a 2010 

Commonwealth Government report that identified disparity in wages and conditions as a 

problem for administration in the APS (Commonwealth of Australia 2010:53), there is ample 

evidence that the APS bargaining round in 2011 was still conducted at the agency level 

(Interview CPSU 1 2011; Workplace Express 2011a).  A campaign entitled “a Better Way to 

Bargain” led by the CPSU included as a key plank a return to sector-wide negotiations (CPSU 

2010).  This campaign appears to have been largely unsuccessful with no interest in the return 

to sector wide bargaining from the Gillard Government and relatively little support for the 

concept from the membership (Interview CPSU 1 2011).  Whilst a Labor Government may 

have been more sympathetic to a gradual move to more consistent outcomes across the APS 

than its conservative predecessor, from the point of view of the government as an employer, 

the disparate arrangements that have developed by agency-level bargaining would be too hard 

to “unscramble” to come up with a single agreement as was a primary objective of “A Better 

Way to Bargain”.  In addition the economic climate in the wake of the 2008 Global Financial 

Crisis might not have lent itself to the potentially expensive exercise of standardising 

conditions (Interview Moore 2011; Interview CPSU 1 2011).  A return to a conservative 

government in 2013 has certainly entrenched agency-level bargaining which has proven to be 

increasingly problematic. 

 

It might not be considered that the level of negotiating industrial instruments is of such primary 

significance that it would have an impact on the structure of a union.  However, the nature of 

the CPSU and its history of federal regulation would appear significant.  As opposed to most 

Australian unions, the CPSU and its predecessors, most notably the ACOA, have operated 

exclusively in the federal industrial jurisdiction. 
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It is now the case that state jurisdictions throughout Australia have been largely restricted to 

covering the employment of employees of state and local governments.  The duality of federal 

and state industrial jurisdictions provided a very good reason for state branches of unions to 

exist, specifically the existence of state jurisdictions with their tribunals based in capital cities 

of the various states40.  Because of the location of state tribunals in capital cities and the specific 

and idiosyncratic nature of legislation in the respective jurisdictions, state branches of most 

unions had a ready-made purpose: to represent a union’s members within that state 

tribunal/jurisdiction. 

 

The CPSU did not have a history of such a structure and purpose for state branches (Interview 

Butler 2011).  It therefore logically follows that the removal of state branches is much more 

easily achieved in a union that does not and has never operated within the various state 

tribunals. 

 

All of the respondents who had been associated with state/territory and national offices were 

able to confirm that the CPSU, and before that the ACOA (Interview Butler 2011), had a long 

history of industrial expertise residing in its national office.  When arbitration of a matter was 

required the national office was responsible for carriage of the case (Interview Moore 2011).  

Given the nature of public sector employment, this was quite infrequent and following 

restrictions placed on the operations of the Australian Industrial Relations Commission (AIRC) 

over time, it also logically follows that the use of industrial staff to solve problems also declined 

over time.  The weakening of the powers of the AIRC coincided with the adoption of the 

                                                           
40 Territories in Australia (NT and ACT) have never had their own industrial jurisdiction and employees in the 

territories have been federally regulated. 
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organising model by the CPSU thereby dovetailing the necessity of representing members with 

the reality of what could be reasonably achieved for members.  The organising model espoused 

the use of campaigning to improve members’ conditions (therefore proposing less reliance on 

tribunals for delivering outcomes) and at the same time the ability to rely upon the institution 

of arbitration had been largely removed from the arsenal of union strategic weapons. 

 

Also central to the adoption of the organising model is the splitting of the functions of 

organising and servicing (Cooper 2001:429; Lund and Wright 2009:47).  Integral to the 2001 

phase of the restructure was this very demarcation of duties wherein the routine, individual 

member issues (otherwise known as servicing) were dealt with by the MSC.  Officials were 

banned from dealing with servicing issues and required to address their attention to organising 

functions (Cooper 2001:427; Lund and Wright 2009:52).  These strategic objectives of the 

restructure would not have been able to be achieved without a requisite level of technology.  

All of the respondents were able to point to the level of technology, such as call centres, emails 

and various other forms of modern information and communication technology being utilised 

by the CPSU and how this has assisted the process. 

 

The use of the MSC enabled timely and effective communications between the CPSU and its 

members along with the capacity to provide expert advice outside normal working hours and 

to various remote locations (Lund and Wright 2009:45).  The preference of some CPSU 

members to interact with the union outside traditional working hours (Lund and Wright 

2009:52) cannot be underestimated as a mechanism for recruitment and retention of members.  

In the context of the dramatic change to the attitude towards unions under the Howard 

Government coupled with career orientation of many CPSU members (Interview CPSU 1 

2001), the operation of a call centre enables a contact between member and union that the 



159 
John R Martin PhD Thesis December 2016 

employer has no capacity to control or limit any such interaction (Lund and Wright 2009:45).  

That is, the employer is unable to enforce right of entry restrictions over the internet. 

 

It is also important to understand that the MSC has potentially improved member servicing to 

a dramatic extent.  Along with being able to reduce administrative costs and provide the 

benefits of economies of scale (Lund and Wright 2009:45) the MSC enables a standardised 

process for the delivery of advice and information to members (Lund and Wright 2009:52). 
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Impact of Restructure 
 

The balance of the evidence from the respondents in this research indicates clearly that the 

restructure, that commenced with its first phase in the mid - 1990s and was finalised with the 

abolition of state branches and the division structure in 2005, was in fact a positive step for the 

CPSU.  Taking a little under ten years, one could question whether the CPSU, as a union, acted 

swiftly enough to meet the challenges it faced.  To answer this question in its context, it must 

also be remembered that the CPSU is a democratic institution and a consequence of democracy 

is that those who possess a vote have to be convinced of the merit of a proposal.  In this case 

the restructure also involves individuals voting in such a way as to reduce their own power 

within an organisation. 

 

In particular, state and territory branch secretaries went from being elected officials, with the 

status and privileges associated with an elected position, to being appointed regional directors.  

A state or territory branch secretary went from being elected for a four year term to being 

engaged as an employee at the pleasure of the National Executive Committee.  Moreover, that 

same Branch Secretary no longer possesses a seat on the National Executive Committee, 

thereby reducing both his or her influence within the organisation and potentially also his or 

her tenure as an official of the union.  Respondents have recollected that there was considerable 

debate surrounding proposals that had the effect of the abolition of state and territory branches.  

Nonetheless, the rationale of the restructure was sufficient to win the day in terms of that 

debate. 

 

It is also hardly surprising that respondents who were intimately involved with the process of 

centralising functions eventuating in the restructure would see that process as a necessity and/or 

success.  What is more compelling is the story of the conversion of a respondent who 
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campaigned actively against the centralisation of functions.  This respondent, who, in 2011 

states that she would now vote for the centralisation of functions if again given the opportunity.  

Claire Moore (now Senator Claire Moore41) was the last elected Queensland Branch Secretary 

who obtained this position by a contested election (Interview Moore 2011; Interview CPSU 5).  

What makes her statement supporting the centralisation of functions all the more significant is 

that Senator Moore had successfully run for the position of Queensland Branch Secretary on a 

platform that was based largely in the incumbent Secretary being too close to the federal office 

of the CPSU.  In other words, someone whose elevation to the position of Queensland Branch 

Secretary was based on opposition to centralisation is now a convert to its benefits. 

 

Respondents close to the restructure will admit openly that the full cycle of the restructure was 

by no means pre-determined or even part of a greater plan.  It is for this reason that the CPSU’s 

experience might provide some ability to predict the future of regional branches of other 

unions.  When the CPSU embarked on a course of modernising its structures, it started with a 

process of adding layers of officialdom on top of the existing state-based structure.  As layers 

were added it became apparent that the structure had become unworkable and complex.  No 

less than 14 different position titles existed on the National Council following the 2001 phase 

of the restructure (AIR 2003). 

 

In addition to the variety of positions, it is instructive to consider the sheer number of elected 

positions that the CPSU had prior to the ultimate restructure.  The 2003 Annual Return to the 

Australian Industrial Registrar (AIR 2003) reveals that there were 825 elected positions for the 

CPSU which proved itself as unworkable (Interview CPSU 8).  Of these 825 positions, 294 (or 

35.6 per cent) were vacant which would indicate a difficulty in filling and keeping incumbents 

                                                           
41 Senator Moore is used to having her views made public and refused anonymity when offered. 
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in such a large number of positions.  By comparison, the same return in 2011 (FWA 2011), 

some 6 years after the 2005 restructure, indicates that 6 per cent of positions are vacant 

representing a massive reduction in the proportion of vacant positions. 

 

It is obvious that economies of scale have been realised by simply comparing the several sets 

of accounts that would have previously been administered with the single, central system that 

emerged as result of the centralisation of administrative functions.  It is also apparent from the 

nature of the phases of the restructure that a number of functions would have been centralised 

with or without the abolition of state branches.  Having established that most administrative 

functions had been reallocated to the federal office, the obvious question is what is the point of 

state branches remaining?  If it is proven by previous reorganisations that these administrative 

functions can be performed more economically at a central level, it follows that there is little 

point in maintaining a shell of a state or territory branch that no longer serves any useful 

purpose. 

 

In the 2011 round of enterprise bargaining negotiations, the CPSU ran several hard-fought 

campaigns with respect to agency-based negotiations within the APS.  Admittedly, these 

negotiations took place with a Labor Government in power, but it must also be remembered 

that it was a Labor Government under significant fiscal pressure in the wake of the Global 

Financial Crisis of 2008 (Interview Moore 2011).  The CPSU, whilst unsuccessful in 

compelling a single set of negotiations for the APS, was able to advance rates of pay and 

improve conditions in around 50 different agencies in 2011 (Workplace Express 2011 b).  It 

could well be argued by proponents of the restructure that an organisation such as the CPSU 

would not have been able to successfully negotiate such a vast number of agreements 

simultaneously without proper structures being in place.  Had the state branch structure 
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remained, impediments to the quick and efficient allocation of resources would have also 

remained.  Subsequent conservative governments have adopted tough bargaining stances. 

 

In itself the existence of the MSC must be considered as fundamentally important to the process 

of restructure (Lund and Wright 2009:44).  The MSC is identified as an enabler of the 

restructure and there is no doubt that in times before the technology existed for an effective 

central call centre, the abolition of state and territory branches would have been practically 

impossible.  The evidence from this research points clearly to the success of the MSC 

notwithstanding some reservations about it as a concept.  The key critique of the MSC is its 

lack of a personal touch and how it sits conceptually with the principles of unionism and 

activism (Lund and Wright 2009:44).  These concerns will be discussed later, but the capacity 

that is demonstrated by the MSC in being able to provide CPSU members, wherever they might 

be, with expert, relevant and contemporary advice for the various situations in which they find 

themselves, is indeed profound.  One rank-and-file member is able to relate the skilled advice 

he received when he found himself in considerable trouble at work (Interview Gardiner 2011). 

 

While the criticisms concerning the absence of personal involvement associated with the MSC 

have some validity, the contrary can be said in that the use of the MSC can in fact reduce the 

level of human error.  Modern technology and process allow for a level of quality control and 

access to resources that simply would not be the case with a visit from an organiser.  Access to 

industrial instruments and other resources via websites enables the MSC to provide accurate 

advice.  Quality control mechanisms associated with the operation of a call centre enable a 

consistency of high quality advice to members that would not be possible to ensure or even 

examine in the case of organiser visits (Lund and Wright 2009:44).  The MSC has also 

improved the levels and quality of communication between the CPSU and its membership 
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(Lund and Wright 2009:540) which can only be seen as a positive step towards union 

revitalisation.  Most of all, the use of the MSC has enabled organisers to focus on their primary 

role that of organising (Lund and Wright 2009:52). 

 

The adoption of the organising model was considered by the CPSU and a number of other 

Australian, British, American, New Zealand and Canadian unions to be a means by which a 

decline in membership numbers was to be addressed.  Within the CPSU, as with other unions, 

one can always debate the extent to which the organising model has been adopted: however, 

the evidence clearly points to the CPSU, as an organisation, identifying itself as an organising 

union: 

 

the full time elected officials are put in place to obviously promote the strategies and policies 

of the organisation but they’re also there to run the union.  But I’ve never seen a group of 

members ever get a decision wrong.  They never get a decision wrong provided they’re given 

all the information and opportunity to make that decision in the first place (Interview CPSU 8 

2011) 

 

In the question to what extent delegates are involved in negotiations CPSU 1 (interview 2011) 

responded as follows: 

We [delegates] can be as involved as we want to be. 

 

The adoption of the organising model has not succeeded in arresting the decline in membership.  

Nonetheless there is little doubt that all of the restructures have had the effect of increasing the 

focus on organising.  However, in the context of the declining membership of the CPSU, the 
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retention of some 15,000 members that is attributed to the use of the MSC (Lund and Wright 

2009:55) cannot be understated. 

 

It is possible to debate the restructure, particularly the abolition of state branches, in terms of 

the impact on the democratic operation of the union.  Critics of the ultimate restructure will 

point to a desire to elect their own state or territory based official (Interview Gardiner 2011) 

and on face value this argument would appear cogent.  This argument is more resonant in a 

smaller jurisdiction42 where the relative capacity of the membership to effect change with the 

union is limited.  Roughly the same ratio of constituency would exist for the CPSU in the 

various Australian states and territories with the obvious exception of the Australian Capital 

Territory.  Given the strategic importance of Canberra43 as a centre for the Commonwealth 

Government, it will have a concentration of employees eligible for CPSU membership that is 

inconsistent with the general population.  The urban centres of Sydney and Melbourne, 

however, contain the critical mass to affect outcomes.  In political jargon “they have the 

numbers”. 

 

Some will argue (Interview CPSU 8) the ultimate restructure was in fact the removal of a level 

of bureaucracy from the structures and process of the CPSU.  This argument follows the logic 

that state branch officials will sometimes, and possibly regularly, conduct themselves in a self-

serving fashion contrary to the greater objectives of the union and its members.  Moreover, the 

evidence would tend to point however, to the conclusion that the inability to vote for a state 

branch secretary would be of little concern to the average rank and file member and many 

probably did not even notice the change. 

                                                           
42 The respondent Gardiner is a member of the CPSU in the Northern Territory 
43 Australia’s political capital 
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The state branch secretary and regional director may well be the same person who continues to 

interact with the members, in the same way in the latter position, as they did in the former 

position.  CPSU members are going to be concerned more with the outcomes that their union 

achieves for them as opposed to an esoteric debate about structure (Interview CPSU 1 2011).  

In addition, those who are supportive of the ultimate restructure argued that it occurred as the 

result of a democratic process (Interview CPSU 8 2011; Moore 2011).  The restructure did 

indeed reflect the wishes of the majority of members of the CPSU, in addition to providing the 

platform by which the union can continue to exist and perhaps regenerate. 

 

The corollary to the bigger centres of membership ‘having the numbers’ is the potential for 

local campaigning to be stifled, trivialised or ignored.  If there can be one adverse consequence 

that is obvious and apparent to the respondents it is the level of control that is exercised by the 

federal office over the matters of importance to the rank and file membership at a local level.  

As put by one respondent (Interview CPSU 4 2011), the restructure has the very real potential 

of eliminating the ‘organic’ campaigns.  It follows that members who are impacted directly by 

a set of circumstances, or a decision of their employer, are more likely to identify with any 

action to remedy the situation, or reverse or minimise the impact of a decision.  Any 

suppression of ‘organic’ campaigns would be contrary to the principles of the organising model 

(Bronfenbrenner and Juravich 1998:25; Peetz et al 2007:160 Cooper 2001:432; Griffin and 

Moors 2004:42; Conrow and Delp 1999:43) which the restructure is purportedly based.  A 

number of respondents were able to point to the contrary effect of the restructure on local 

campaigns: 
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I don’t see bargaining as separate to local issues.  I think often too it’s like you need to focus 

on bargaining, you can’t do that local issue that you were working on there, you need to focus 

on this.  I think that’s a mistake because I think those local issues often have a huge amount of 

relevance to the bargaining so there is no reason for it to be either or.  For members at least 

(Interview CPSU 1 2011); 

 

In terms of campaigning I think what sometimes is lost is that ability to tailor your campaign 

that suits the workplace that you know (Interview CPSU 2 2011);  

 

well why would we be in the union because our fellow members down south, they don’t give a 

tinker’s cuss about our entitlements and if it means we’re going to stand in the way of an extra 

percentage or half percentage point, then we’ll be outvoted and there’s no way we can secure 

our entitlements because in the scheme of things they will be seen as insignificant (Interview 

CPSU 4 2011); 

 

I feel a bit, I certainly felt more disconnected to what was going on at a local level compared 

to what was going at a federal level with the union.  Like, there really seems to be very little 

relativity between federal campaigns and local campaigns (Interview CPSU 5 2011); 

 

It was almost as if … it was more important to say that they were encouraging grass roots 

organisation.  But I saw a number of instances where people did get organised at that local 

level and then actually the divisional head came in and squashed things or people got in trouble 

for almost running their own campaigns (Interview CPSU 5 2011);  

 

It seemed disempowering of, you know, us at the local level (Interview CPSU 6 2011). 
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It follows that if the single largest contrary effect relates to local campaigns.  The evidence of 

respondents towards the central nature of campaigning within the CPSU is consistent with use 

of the MSC (centrally located) in deciding what matters are to be referred to organisers as 

having potential for a campaign (Lund and Wright 2009:47). 

 

Similar to the amalgamation process, criticism is directed towards the top-down nature of the 

centralisation of union functions and powers (Lund and Wright 2009:45; Interview CPSU 5).  

Davis (1999), for example, asks “does bigger mean better?”  The series of amalgamations that 

took in place in Australia were likewise criticised for taking the leadership of the union further 

away from the membership and further isolating the elite within the union who hold all of the 

power from the realities of the membership (Pocock 1998:25; Gill and Griffin 1981:371; 

Griffin 202:13; Hose and Rimmer 2002:538).  One can see a parallel argument for the 

consolidation of power in that it has the ability to result in power being taken further away from 

the membership of the union: 

… one of the things that you learn is that perception is reality.  And certainly the talk was that 

this was the, the democratisation of the union.  That it was moving power away from people 

who were, you know working together and they live together and you know knew each other.  

Moving that power away from them to more… the faceless union.  Now that was the perception.  

It may, it may well be that the union ran more efficiently and you know ran more economically 

and all sorts of positive things.  But I still felt that the discussion and the perception was that 

it was about, it was about taking power away from the branches or taking power away from 

people because people saw themselves as represented by the branch (Interview CPSU 5 2011). 
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It is not surprising that a concentration of power brought with it an adverse impact on the ability 

for decisions to be made at a local level.  As has been demonstrated by quotations under the 

heading of impact of restructure, interviews with respondents provided several examples of 

local issues sometimes ignored.  To summarise what must, on balance, be considered as a 

positive step for the CPSU, the suppression of local or ‘organic’ issues is by far and away the 

most significant detracting factor associated with the process of centralisation of functions and 

powers within the CPSU. 

 

Residents of Darwin will tell you of what can happen when decisions are made at a central 

level.  The Darwin Hospital has a rather unusual structure that includes wings on the side of 

the building.  As it turns out the design of the Darwin Hospital was undertaken from Canberra 

before self-government in the Northern Territory.  Because Darwin is in a remote location those 

who had the charter of designing the Darwin Hospital thought it best to look to another country 

that has remote and rural areas and is reputed to cater well for the needs of people in remote 

and rural locations – i.e. Canada.  The result was that the design for the Darwin Hospital was 

taken from a Canadian design.  Legend has it that the wings on the side of the Darwin Hospital 

are to catch the snow, a fact made ridiculous by Darwin’s equatorial climate. 

 

Whilst there is no evidence of decisions being made by the CPSU as absurd as the Darwin 

Hospital design, the anecdote was included to stress the dangers associated with central 

decision making.  It is also an anecdote that resonates with the public sector membership of the 

CPSU in the Northern Territory.  The various restructures of the CPSU has also included the 

sale of real estate and closure of offices in regional areas.  Decisions made centrally will 

undoubtedly be made on sound fiscal principles but may ignore very important local factors.  

One respondent (CPSU 4) proffered the closure of a regional office as a demonstration of a 
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good business decision that would have catastrophic effects on the ability of the CPSU to 

organise in this location.  This has a knock-on effect for the broader labour movement in an 

area known for its conservative or even right-wing politics.  The departure of the CPSU was 

detrimental to the capacity of organised labour to provide resources in this hostile territory: 

…and, but, at other times it can come down pretty hard because CPSU, when it was operating 

as a branch decided that whilst it wasn’t, if you looked at it in terms of the numbers and the 

revenue that it generated, it didn’t make a lot of sense to have an office in (location deleted to 

maintain anonymity of respondent).  But we had an office in (location deleted to maintain 

anonymity of respondent) so we were able to say, you know, the … major centres, (location 

deleted to maintain anonymity of respondent) and (location deleted to maintain anonymity of 

respondent), had some full time presences at the union there (Interview CPSU 4 2011). 

 

In discussing the impact of the restructure, the potential for the loss of the personal touch so 

important to the contact of unionism was mentioned.  This factor was stressed by several of the 

respondents as a primary consideration with respect to the restructure: 

I think one of the difficulties that unions face in terms of being democratic, especially if they 

get larger and more centralised, is that the leadership is fairly remote from the day to day 

membership and so it’s a big occasion and a national official comes to town and you’ll try and 

scrabble to get a, some key members or activists to get them together to meet but a lot of those 

big decisions, the big structural decisions, the big policy decisions, the big decisions about 

where you shift resources, they’re played out in CPSU’s case, in Sydney (Interview CPSU 4 

2011). 

 

  



171 
John R Martin PhD Thesis December 2016 

Conclusion 
 

There can be no doubt that the CPSU was facing a crisis following the election of the Howard 

Government.  The sheer down-sizing and out-sourcing of functions (and therefore 

employment) would have alone been sufficient to cause considerable damage to the CPSU.  

But the CPSU faced more than just a shrinking area of coverage; it faced a government that 

was intent on further reducing union size and relevance.  The structure and level of bargaining 

changed and the sharpest aspects of the government’s anti-union legislation were first visited 

upon the CPSU and its membership. 

 

The harsh reality for the CPSU was that something had to be done.  To maintain existing 

structure and modes of operation would have undoubtedly left the CPSU in a much worse 

position.  In incremental steps the CPSU restructured and a recent plateau in membership (see 

Table 5.1) would indicate that the CPSU has been in a better position to take advantage of this 

positive situation. 

 

The CPSU has managed to bargain effectively and has demonstrated a capacity to mount 

impressive and significant campaigns.  By being able to effectively campaign, the CPSU is 

able to demonstrate its relevance to its members and potential members.  There is little doubt 

that the structure of the CPSU has been the major contributing factor enabling it to focus 

resources on campaigns and organising thereby converting bargaining opportunities into 

improved conditions for its members. 

 

Contrary to the success associated with the restructure is, however, a perception, at least, of a 

concentration of power in the bigger branches, the so-called ‘golden triangle’.  Having senior 

leadership positions located outside of the ‘golden triangle’ might go some way to overcoming 
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perceptions and giving the union leadership a good feel for the mood of the membership in 

more outlying areas.  Other unions proposing such a change are able to learn from the 

experience of the CPSU with respect to the needs of distant areas.  In that regard, it is expected 

that there are now and will be in the future, unions that will follow in CPSU’s footsteps with 

respect to the future of state branches. 

 

In addition there is some evidence that the control exercised from a central level is stifling 

campaigning on local issues.  Of course, resources have to be allocated in the most efficient 

manner and this will often involve competing demands.  However, if all of the leadership 

positions of the CPSU are in Sydney, Melbourne or Canberra and all of the resources are 

allocated in such a way as to appear to favour those geographic areas, it does not take much 

imagination to consider that there will be resentment on the part of members and potential 

members in areas other than those aforementioned. 

 

On balance, the evidence would suggest that the CPSU has succeeded in restructuring in such 

a way as to make it relevant to its environment.  It is relevant to its members and obviously 

able to represent its membership in a skilled and professional manner.  The evidence indicates 

that the CPSU would not be in the position it is today without adapting to the times. 
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Chapter 6 

Finance Sector Union 

(FSU) 
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Introduction 
 

The Finance Sector Union (FSU) is, comparable to the CPSU, in that it is a large sector-based 

white collar union that has been the subject of a significant amalgamation process44.  Also 

similar to the CPSU, the FSU has undertaken further restructuring in the face of an ongoing 

contraction of union membership.  It is for this reason that the FSU is the subject of examination 

and the similarities to the restructure of the CPSU make it instructive to consider the impact of 

the restructure that occurred in the FSU towards the end of the first decade of the twenty-first 

century. 

 

The primary research question is what gave rise to the centralisation of functions in three 

Australian unions.  The FSU, being the second of these unions being studied will be examined 

in the context of this primary research question and as will be noted the similarities between 

the CPSU and FSU strategies are more than just coincidence.  As with the chapter concerning 

the CPSU, this chapter will also be structured around secondary research questions (see figure 

1.1 on page 3) concerning previous renewal strategies, enablers of centralisation and the 

implications of the restructure. 

 

This chapter includes a brief discussion about unionisation within the finance sector.  As will 

be seen in the following section, the relatively high levels of unionisation that were historically 

associated with the finance sector in Australia, sets it apart from levels of unionisation in the 

finance sector in some other comparable nations.  Those levels of unionisation may also have 

been artificially high as a result of employer and institutional support.  Banking and insurance 

                                                           
44 Of course there are a number of dissimilarities between the CPSU and FSU most notably that one (the FSU) 

operates almost exclusively in the private sector and the other (the CPSU) operates almost exclusively in the 

public sector. 
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industries have undergone significant change since Australian federation, and the discussion 

concerning context provides the backdrop for the monumental changes that occurred within 

the finance sector and subsequently the FSU. 

 

Deregulation, demutualisation and privatisation have unsurprisingly impacted upon the FSU 

and its membership.  A considerable amount of this chapter is devoted to changes in the 

employment regulation of the finance sector.  The changing employment regulation within the 

Australian finance sector, coincided with the development of union activity in that sector.  

Unions and their members adapted to their changing environment, and the considerable 

literature written about banking unions in Australia provides background to the section titled 

Union History and Employment Regulation.  More recently, changing attitudes of employers 

within the finance sector towards unions along with a collapse of institutional support for 

unions generally contextualises a rapid decline in union membership experienced by the FSU. 

 

Unions within the finance sector adopted strategies to combat their changing, and increasingly 

hostile environment.   Amalgamation is again a central feature of the history of the FSU.  The 

section headed “The Elements of the FSU” outlines the various unions that amalgamated to 

form the FSU.  Despite the creation of the FSU in the early 1990s, amalgamation was never 

fully completed and further reorganisation was necessary to bring about the benefits that were 

meant to accrue from that amalgamation process.  However, the restructure did more than give 

effect to the amalgamation and bore remarkable resemblance to the restructure that occurred in 

the CPSU.  The FSU, like so many other Australian unions, adopted the organising model as a 

strategy to arrest falling membership levels.  The literature review in Chapter 2 identifies key 

aspects of the organising model, many of which were adopted as policy by the FSU.  The 

development of national structures based on employers and national bargaining campaigns was 
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introduced into the FSU to enable that union to meet the demands of a contemporary industrial 

relations environment and give effect to greater emphasis on campaigning and organising. The 

chapter also includes an analysis of the restructure that so substantially changed the way in 

which the FSU did business. 
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Unionisation in the Finance Sector 
 

 

The finance sector may not readily be associated with unionisation or collective action, 

nonetheless like many other industries it was unionised in Australia following the First World 

War.  The unionisation of the banking and insurance industries in Australia was assisted by the 

Australian system of conciliation and arbitration that dominated Australian industrial relations 

up until the late 1980s.  Until the 1980s, a political consensus existed for this system of 

conciliation and arbitration that brought with it universal coverage of collective bargaining, 

equalisation of power relationships and automatic recognition of trade unions (Peetz and Bailey 

2012:527; Rowes 2004:53; Sappey et al 2006:231). 

 

The Australian arbitration system may have been a contributing factor to unionisation in the 

finance sector, and more specifically the banking industry within Australia (Griffin 1982:56; 

Griffin 1983:28 Kitay 1999:66; Hill 1999:190; Peetz et al 2002:87).  However the spread of 

unionisation within banking cannot be explained by the existence of an arbitration system 

alone, as bank employees began to unionise at roughly the same time in other developed nations 

such as the United Kingdom, Ireland and New Zealand (Hill 1983:20).  Lockwood (1958:141) 

attributes the expansion of unionisation within banking in the United Kingdom to a shift from 

a paternalistic management style, based largely on personal relationships to a bureaucratic 

system that relies on de-personalised rules and standard conditions of employment.  Consistent 

with experience in Australia (Hill 1983:11/12; Manning and Manning 1989:55), high rates of 

inflation following the First World War also provided fertile ground for unionising the banking 
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workforce, struggling to keep pace and feeling the economic strain of increasing prices without 

commensurate wage increases (Lockwood 1958:147). 

 

Some international comparisons of unionisation of the finance sector (and more specifically 

banking employees) demonstrate it as somewhat consistent with the general state of 

unionisation in a particular country.  Unsurprisingly, Scandinavian nations have a high level of 

unionisation in the finance sector whereas it is much lower in southern and eastern European 

nations, and in particular France, has a very low percentage of finance sector employees being 

members of unions (Dølvik and Waddington 2005:318/9).  Equally, in the United States “less 

than 5% of the banking labor force is unionized and collective wage agreements play no role 

in wage determination” (Keltner and Finegold 1999:37).  Contrary to general experience, 

however, in 1999, the New Zealand banking industry was estimated to have in the order of 40 

per cent unionisation which is surprisingly high given the level of deregulation that occurred 

to both product and labour markets in New Zealand in the previous decade (Rasmussen and 

Jackson 1999:115). 

 

Insurance employees would have appeared to have followed (if not mirrored) the path to 

unionisation and collective coverage that was obtained by their very comparable ‘cousins’ in 

the banking industry.  A paucity of literature with respect to the insurance industry (Keneley 

and McDonald 2007:279) does not assist any enquiry as to the nature of industrial relations in 

that industry and may well indicate that it is not a highly unionised industry by international 

standards.  In Australia however, insurance employees often benefited from a nexus with bank 

employees to flow on wage increases within the arbitration system.  Awards were created by 

industrial tribunals for employees in the insurance industry with similar conditions of 

employment to those employees in banking (Gleghorn 1992:38). 
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The brief history that follows in this chapter demonstrates the similarity in early coverage: 

defeats and victories as well as regulation, privatisation and deregulation in both product and 

labour markets.  When the High Court of Australia pondered the question of whether banking 

was an “industry" it simultaneously answered the question in the affirmative for insurance.  

Both the unions that covered employees of privately owned banks and insurances offices 

benefited greatly from closed shop arrangements that were voluntarily put in place by 

employers in the 1970s.  Unions covering bank and insurance employees followed a similar 

path, that commenced with relying heavily on arbitration, to eventually reaching a previously 

unthinkable point in the 1960s and 1970s of taking direct industrial action in pursuit of claims.  

Product market deregulation in the 1980s, introduction of technology and changing attitude 

towards collective industrial relations from employers are characteristics of the finance sector.  

Product market deregulation has led to the distinction between the various segments of the 

finance sector becoming blurred or even indistinguishable.  In the context of that convergence 

of financial market players and the significant impact of deregulation of financial markets on 

the labour markets, this chapter provides an examination of union renewal strategies adopted 

by the FSU.  In particular the restructure that was undertaken by the FSU in the second half of 

the first decade of the twenty-first century will be considered to answer the question of what 

impact such a restructure has on union renewal. 

 

The remarkable similarities between industrial relations in the banking and insurance industries 

made the various unions that combined to make up the FSU natural amalgamation partners.  

Within the banking industry the private sector was covered by the Australian Bank Employees 

Union (ABEU) and the largest state-owned Commonwealth Bank had its own in house union 

the Commonwealth Bank Officers Association (CBOA).  Likewise the largest insurer, the 
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AMP, had its own in-house association the AMP Society Staff Association (AMPSSA) and the 

remainder of the insurance industry was covered by the Australian Insurance Employees Union 

(AIEU) (Griffin 1982:55).  Both internal unions boasted high penetration through management 

support and both the ABEU and AIEU secured closed shops by the agreement of the major 

employers in the 1970s (Davis 1987:43, Gleghorn 1992:14; Griffin 1982:56; Hill 1983: 267; 

Hill, Birrell and Cook 1985:316; Weeks 1995:97).  The decline in union membership that was 

to be experienced by the FSU was particularly extensive as the FSU was coming from an 

inordinately high base, particularly for an Australian white collar union (FSU 1 2013). 

 

This chapter will focus on a restructure of the FSU.  The restructure indisputably amounts to a 

consolidation of functions at a central level within the FSU.  To consider the restructure in its 

broader historical perspective the context of the finance sector is discussed at some length.  

This contextual reference is important because, as we shall see, the FSU has been immensely 

affected by changes to the finance sector, in particular banking, insurance and the consolidation 

and structural change brought about by deregulated and a vastly more competitive environment 

faced by Australian financial institutions.  In turn, the chapter also considers the history of 

union coverage and employment regulation up until the writing of this thesis.  This history 

traces award regulation in the banking and insurance industries and outlines the gradual, 

however, substantial changes to the attitudes and policies of union members and leaders 

throughout the 20th century.  This history culminates in the dramatic reduction in union density 

in the finance sector following the competitive pressures placed on the finance sector by 

deregulation. 

 

After setting the scene with a chronological portrayal of the finance sector, this chapter will 

focus on the various unions that amalgamated to make up the FSU.  This aspect of the 
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investigation is necessary as the restructure gives final effect to the previous amalgamation.  In 

addition, much of the reasoning for amalgamation in the first place is replicated in the 

restructure.  Following an explanation of the amalgamation process this chapter includes a 

technical explanation of the restructure and what it sought to achieve.  Finally an analysis of 

the restructure will be informed by semi-structured interviews of a range of witness who are 

associated with the FSU, either as past or present paid officials or rank and file members.  The 

analysis tests the primary objectives of the restructure – to provide the FSU with a truly national 

focus whilst giving full effect to the amalgamation that officially took place in 1994 and to 

increase the level of democratic processes within the union.  This analysis considers the 

restructure in terms of its application to the methods of organising adopted by the FSU, the 

way in which technology has enabled the restructure and the impact of the restructure on 

membership levels within the finance sector into the future.  The chapter starts with an 

explanation of Australia’s colourful and largely unique finance sector. 
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Context of Finance Sector 
 

The Australian finance sector is comprised of many institutions including the Reserve Bank, 

commercial banks, permanent building societies, credit unions, finance companies, life 

insurance offices, general insurance offices, superannuation funds and friendly societies (Lewis 

and Wallace 1993:3; Viney 2007:11). 

 

The preponderance of employment and the nature of amalgamation partners that made up the 

FSU and the convergence of functions and governance within the finance sector, means this 

chapter will focus largely on the banking and insurance industries.  With the four major banks 

continuing to dominate the finance sector, commercial banks are also by far and away the 

largest financial institutions in Australia (Kidwell et al 2011:462; Viney 2007:95) and account 

for the majority of members of the FSU (Peetz, Webb and Jones 2002:88; Interview FSU 1 

2013). 

 

A 1923 majority decision in a High Court Case45 that determined that disputes within the 

banking and insurance industries were within the legal definition of an “industry” is still worthy 

of quotation to illustrate the importance of what is now described as the finance sector to the 

Australian economy: 

“…we rest upon the inherent fact of the nature of the part that banking and insurance both 

play in the scheme of national industrial activity.  They are indispensable portions of the 

general industrial mechanism. Without the aid of the capital and credit furnished by bankers 

the present system of industrial organization would collapse.  They directly furnish an essential 

instrument of production.  Insurance companies increase the productivity of capital actually 

                                                           
45 Australian Insurance Staffs' Federation v Accident Underwriters' Association [1923] HCA 61; (1923) 33 CLR 

517 (13 December 1923) 
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employed in industry by diminishing the uncertainty of its continuance.  Unexpected losses are 

replaced, the risk of these being transferred to the accumulated fund that the insurance 

business provides.  Banks and insurance companies alike, though in varying circumstances, 

provide for industry one essential commodity—capital; and without them modern industrial 

operations would be impossible. They perform their services to industry in many ways, 

adapting their assistance to the protean needs of society.” 

Whilst the finance sector has undergone substantial change since this High Court decision, the 

functions and objectives described above are still relevant.  The following paragraphs briefly 

summarise the nature of the product market and institutions within which members of the FSU 

are employed. 

 

Banking 

 

The history of Australian banking can be defined by four separate eras (Sykes 1998:1): 

1. private bank era (1817 – 1911); 

2. the Commonwealth Bank era (1911 – 1957); 

3. the Reserve Bank era (1957 – 1983); and most recently 

4. the deregulation era (1983 - current)  

 

In the early development of Australia, the absence of regulation and a central banking system 

led to a proliferation of privately owned and often poorly-performing banks (Hill 1983:4; 

Keneley and McKenzie 2008:307; Sykes 1998:1).  A depression was experienced in Australia 

towards the end of the nineteenth century.  That depression resulted in bank closures such that 

the banks holding 2/3rds of all banking assets ceased trading (Sykes 1998:1; Manning and 

Manning 1989:29).  Government intervention followed the collapse of the unregulated banking 
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system with the creation of the state-owned Commonwealth Bank in 1911 (Hill 1983:5).  The 

Commonwealth Bank played the dual role of a central bank and that of an alternative, 

Government-guaranteed bank that provided stability and confidence to the public (Hill 1983:5; 

Keneley and McKenzie 2008:307).  The various state Governments in Australia also created 

their own banks to provide financial services to those who may not have been the favoured 

clients of the private banks (i.e. the working class) (Keneley and McKenzie 2008:307).  In this 

period the Commonwealth bank also grew in size and influence by virtue of its merger with 

some of those state government-owned banks (Keneley and McKenzie 2008:307).  The role of 

the Commonwealth Bank as a central bank was strengthened by virtue of wartime powers 

granted to the Commonwealth in the Second World War (Keneley 2010:161; Manning and 

Manning 1989:90).  By contrast to the volatile private bank era, the existence of the 

Commonwealth provided a stable banking sector with only three banks failing, all in 1931, as 

the result of another depression (Sykes 1998:2). 

 

The Reserve Bank of Australia (RBA) was created to take over the role of a central bank and 

lender of last resort from the Commonwealth Bank (Hill 1983:6).  With the advent of the RBA, 

the Commonwealth Bank continued to operate as yet another bank operating within the highly 

regulated environment along with an oligarchy of privately owned banks.  This highly 

regulated environment provided for restrictions on entry to the industry thereby protecting 

profits and market share for the major banks.  Consistent with the experience of unions 

elsewhere in a regulated and/or protected product market with heavily centralised industrial 

relations structures (Peetz 1998:2; Peetz and Bailey 2012:527), banking unions experienced a 

growth in membership during this period of regulation and industry protection (Kitay 1999:67; 

Hill 1983:33; Murphy 1979:35; Manning and Manning 1989:59). 
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By contrast, the period of deregulation that commenced in the early 1990s was eventually, but 

not immediately, marked by a substantial decline in union membership for the FSU.  The 

delayed response, in the form of declining union membership, demonstrates that it was not 

changes to the nature of the industry alone that led to a reduction in union membership in the 

finance sector (see table 6.2).  The sharpest decline in union membership coincides with 

massive job losses and a radical change to the attitude adopted by major employers towards 

industrial relations.  In addition the way in which banks had traditionally competed in a more 

regulated environment was by the opening of branches that were traditionally labour intensive.  

Coincidental with a deregulated environment was the introduction of significant technological 

change (Manning 1990:340).  Unions found the labour-intensive branch structure relatively 

easily to unionise (Interview FSU 1 2013).  The period of deregulation and the natural 

consequence of technological change and consolidation of the banks led to substantial branch 

closures and collapse of the structure upon which banking unionism was based (Manning and 

Manning 1989:204; Interviews FSU 1 2013; FSU 2 2013). 

 

This period of deregulation also saw the privatisation of the Commonwealth Bank and the 

consolidation of the major Australian-owned banks through a process of mergers and 

acquisitions (Kitay 1999:65; Manning 1990:335).  This period was also associated with a range 

of macro-economic policies including the floating of the Australian dollar; abolishing 

restrictions on capital flows; removing restrictions on interest rates and granting foreign 

banking licences (Kitay 1999:65; Keneley and McKenzie 2008:309; Sykes 1998:3; Viney 

2007:6). 

 

The catalyst for the deregulation of the Australian finance sector was the Campbell Report in 

1981.  The Campbell report espoused a more open economy based on the principles of 
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competitive neutrality (Keneley and McKenzie 2008:304).  It is somewhat ironic that the wide-

sweeping reforms to the finance sector were brought about by a Labor Government46.  Those 

state government-owned banks that had not hitherto amalgamated with the Commonwealth 

Bank were also privatised in the 1990s (Daugaard and Valentine 1993:58; Keneley and 

McKenzie 2008:304).  The privatisation of state-owned banks was ostensibly attributed to the 

Hilmer Report on competition that was released in 1993 however a spate of financial crises for 

state government-owned banks most certainly provided a more tangible and pragmatic 

motivation for further privatisation (Daugaard and Valentine1993:57; Keneley and McKenzie 

2008:305).  The previously state-owned banks also afforded recent entrants in to the broader 

and less regulated finance sector with readymade acquisitions operating in diverse spheres of 

the finance sector.  For example, the then recently demutualised Colonial Mutual Insurance 

Office acquired the State Bank of New South Wales in order to provide this long-time life 

insurance office with a ready-made banking arm.  The circle of privatisation and consolidation 

was complete when the combined Colonial State Bank was acquired by the then privatised 

Commonwealth Bank of Australia in 2000 (Keneley and McKenzie 2008:316). 

 

Thus, a process of deregulation and privatisation brought about the transition for the Australian 

finance sector from being one of the most highly regulated in the western world (Keneley 

2002:70; Lewis and Wallace 1993:13) to a deregulated and competitive environment (Kidwell 

et al 2011:460; Keneley 2002:71).  This newly created competitive environment, in turn, meant 

a subsequent decrease in the level of job security and dramatic changes to the organisation of 

work and internal labour markets within the banking industry (Kitay 1999:63).  As was the 

experience with a range of employers within Australia and in other developed nations (Peetz 

                                                           
46 Labor Governments historically have been associated with greater regulation in markets generally, such as in 

1949 the Chifley Labor Government losing power largely based on its plans to nationalise the banking industry 
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1998:85; Peetz and Bailey 2012:531), the attitudes of the banks as employers to collective 

representation of workers and unionisation also changed dramatically (Manning and Manning 

1989:205).  The implications for the FSU and its members are significant, and the banking 

industry provides a classic case study of the impact of product market changes to workers and 

their ability or inclination to unionise.  Before discussing these implications in detail, it is 

necessary to discuss the insurance industry. 

 

Insurance 

 

The nature of insurance is to enable policy holders to share risk (Covick and Lewis 1993:139).  

By paying a premium the policy holder joins a larger pool of funds that enables claims to be 

made by the policy holder and financed by that larger pool.  The function of pricing insurance 

is though premiums (Kidwell et al 2011:622).  However, premiums are not the only income for 

insurers, as the large amount of funds available to insurers through the collection of premiums 

allows them to invest those funds, and thereby have an alternative source of income (Covick 

and Lewis 1993:143).  Interest rate risk and cash flow underwriting allowed insurance 

companies to charge low premiums during the 1990s because of the high returns on investment 

(Kidwell et al 2011:622).  The extent of these investments from insurers also made them such 

an integral and important part of the finance sector (Covick and Lewis 1993:143). 

 

Unsurprisingly, the development of the insurance and banking industries in Australia has not 

been identical.  However the long-term regulation of the banking industry had an indirect effect 

on insurance.  The heavy regulation of the banking industry restricted competition by 

regulating the functions performed, and services offered, by various financial institutions 
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thereby preventing other financial institutions (such as insurance offices) from directly 

competing with banks (Keneley 2002:70). 

 

Unlike the existence of, and dominance in, the savings bank market by the Commonwealth 

Bank, there was no national Government-owned insurer.  In fact the suggestion of an Australian 

Government Insurance Office (AGIO) by the Whitlam Government in 1970s caused a strong 

political backlash somewhat similar to that of the attempt by the Chiffley Government to 

nationalise the banks.  The AGIO concept could be contrasted to the opposition of banking 

unions to nationalisation primarily because of the political affiliation of AIEU officials by the 

1970s (Gleghorn 1992:113).  AIEU officials could see the benefit of a large national employer 

being run by the Commonwealth; however employees within the insurance industry sided with 

their employers in opposing the idea of the AGIO (Gleghorn 1992:114).   

 

Rather than a national government owned insurance office, state government owned insurance 

offices continued to operate throughout most of the twentieth century and have a significant 

proportion of the general insurance market (Keneley and McKenzie 2008:308).  Such state-

owned insurance offices developed out of the need created by compulsory insurances that 

provided for broader social objectives, such as workers compensation and compulsory third 

party insurance (Keneley and McKenzie 2008:308).  The objective of Governments 

introducing these types of insurance was that it was not left to the market to provide universal 

coverage.  Nor was there the restriction on foreign ownership of insurers as was the case for 

banks up until the deregulation era and, in particular, British insurers played a large part in the 

development of the general insurance industry in Australia (Keneley and McKenzie 2008:309; 

Keneley and McDonald 2007:289). 
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Despite the substantial differences in the history of regulating markets between banking and 

insurance, the deregulation of the finance sector has had similar if not identical impacts upon 

markets in insurance.  The need to source capital was a major driver of financial institutions in 

terms of a deregulatory environment (O’Sullivan 1998:155).  As banks sought to consolidate 

in the face of deregulatory environment, those insurance offices that were either mutually 

owned by policy holders or state-owned ultimately either demutualised (Keneley 2002:66) or 

privatised (Keneley and McKenzie 2008:309) thereby bringing about the competitive, product-

market pressure that changed the nature of the insurance industry. 

 

Until the Second World War, insurance was generally regulated by legislation of state 

parliaments (Covick and Lewis 1993:172; Keneley 2002:70).  Firstly, life insurance was 

regulated by the Commonwealth from 1945 (Covick and Lewis 1993:172; Keneley 2002:70) 

and general insurance was ultimately captured by federal regulation in 1973 (Covick and Lewis 

1993:137; Keneley and McDonald 2007:296).  The Australian Insurance industry is now 

regulated by the Australian Prudential Regulation Authority, and there are several federal laws 

regulating the conduct of insurers (Covick and Lewis 1993:137; Keneley and McDonald 

2007:296; Kidwell et al 2011:621). 

 

It is important for an understanding of the history of the insurance industry to differentiate life 

and non-life insurers in terms of their histories and the ultimate impact of finance sector 

deregulation (Keneley and McKenzie 2008:308; Keneley 2002:66; Griffin 1982:55).  

Historically, there was a clear demarcation between life and non-life insurers with insurers only 

operating in one or the other market until the late 1950s (Keneley and McDonald 2007:291).  

The life insurance aspect of the industry was dominated by mutual societies and the general 

aspect of the industry by private insurers and state government insurance offices.  General 
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insurance includes insurance for fire, marine, house and contents, motor vehicle, public 

liability, employee liability and compulsory third party insurance and healthcare (Kidwell et al 

2011:628, :622 Viney 2007:126, 129; Keneley and McKenzie 2008:308).  General insurance 

developed in Australia within a framework of a collusive agreement that was transported from 

Britain known as the tariff (Keneley and McDonald 2007:281).  Over time, competitive 

pressures developed in the post war period that caused insurers to retreat from the tariff 

(Keneley and McDonald 2007:292) and eventually the introduction of the Trade Practices Act 

in 1974 made the earlier forms of collusion illegal (Keneley and McDonald 2007:296).  The 

types of Life insurance include whole of life, term-life, total and permanent disability, trauma 

and income protection (Kidwell et al 2011:623; Viney 1997 126).  The life insurance market 

was, up until the 1990s, dominated by mutual associations (Keneley 2002:67; Covick and 

Lewis 1993:157).  The dominance of the mutual associations can be attributed to the lack of 

confidence in insurers in Australia’s early history and the preference of proprietary insurers for 

short term contracts (such as fire insurance) based on the proposition that short term contracts 

were of lesser risk than the whole of life relationship associated with life insurance (Keneley 

2002:67). 

 

As was mentioned earlier, the impact of deregulation of the Australian finance sector, with the 

concurrent need for capital investment, eventually led to the demutualisation of the leading life 

insurance companies operating in Australia (Keneley 2002:70).  In addition, state-owned 

insurance offices were universally privatised (Keneley and McKenzie 2008:309).  The impact 

of the demutualisation and privatisation of the life insurance sector can be demonstrated the 

change in ownership in the period from 1990 to 2000.  In 1990, four mutually owned insurers 

held 72 per cent of industry assets and four government-owned insurance offices held 11 per 

cent of industry assets (Covick and Lewis 1993:157; Keneley 2002:67).  By 2000 the process 
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of demutualisation and privatisation meant that there were no mutual or government owned 

insurers thereby increasing the industry asset share of propriety owned insurers from a mere 17 

per cent in 1990 to an absolute 100 per cent in 2000 (Keneley 2002:67).  In other words: total 

demutualisation and privatisation. 

 

In addition to the dramatic change to the nature of the finance sector generally, the insurance 

industry also suffered from a shock in the wake of the terrorist attacks in New York and 

elsewhere in September 2001 (Kidwell et al 2011:622).  As previously discussed insurers had 

been able to provide relatively low premiums in order to increase market share, by virtue of 

the high return being yielded on investments.  The impact of the terrorist attacks was substantial 

on both investments held by insurers as well as dramatically increasing the cost of reinsurance 

(Kidwell et al 2011:622).  Coincidental with the impact of September 2001 attacks was the 

$5.3B collapse of HIH Group in Australia (Kidwell et al 2011:630).  The collapse of financial 

institutions in Australia has been rare and the loss of employment and investments to those 

associated with HIH, illustrates the harsh potentials and realities associated with deregulated 

environment.  The impact was such that it motivated the otherwise pro-market Howard 

Government into introducing further regulation for the finance sector in the form of the 

Financial Services Reform Act 2001. 

 

Consolidation of the Finance Sector 

 

A consistent theme of discussing the Australian finance sector is the convergence of functions 

undertaken by and governance of institutions within its broader spectrum of that sector.  A 

process of immense structural change commenced in the early 1980s with the consolidation of 

private banks prior to the deregulation of the industry within which they operate (Kitay 
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1999:65).  Concurrent with the ensuing process of deregulation and driven by a need to acquire 

capital and market share was the subsequent demutualisation and privatisation of all institutions 

that were not already in the hands of private capital (Keneley and McKenzie 2008:310; Kitay 

1999:67).  Banks merged with and acquired insurance companies and vice versa.  Institutions 

that were once not considered to be either banks or insurance offices now obtained licences to 

be so or simply acquired existing (or potential) competitors (Keneley and McKenzie 2008:310; 

Kitay 1999:67; Kitay and Rimmer 1989:104). 

 

At the same time as massive product-market deregulation and changes to governance and 

competitive structures within the finance sector, there was a rapid development of the 

technology available to its existing competitors and new entrants (Keneley and McKenzie 

2008:310; Kitay 1999:69).  Technological change was both a driver and enabler of the further 

convergence within the broader finance sector.  Technological change enabled the cost of 

information processing to be dramatically reduced and led to similarly dramatic reductions to 

barriers of entry into the various spheres of the finance sector and increases to competition 

within the its various markets (Keneley and McKenzie 2008:310; Kitay 1999:69). 

 

In the context of convergence within the product market it is instructive to consider labour 

market regulation within the finance sector.  In that regard, the finance sector is viewed as 

indicative of the changing nature of employment relations within the Australian economy 

(Kitay and Rimmer 1997:113).  In addition, the convergence of institutions within the finance 

sector also demonstrates the sagacious and inevitable nature of the amalgamation process that 

took place with the creation of the FSU.  These descriptors cannot be as easily applied to all 

amalgamations that have taken place within the Australian trade union movement (Dabscheck 

1995:727).  It is also hardly surprising that the long history of stable employment relationships 
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and effective, universal collective bargaining were effectively turned on their heads by such 

monumental change. 
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Union History and Employment Regulation 
 

Separate unions emerged within the various states of Australia within the banking industry 

immediately following the end of the First World War and remained as separate unions up until 

the 1960s.  Unions were formed in the eastern seaboard states of Victoria, New South Wales 

and Queensland in 1919 and later in Western Australia and South Australia in 1921 (Hill 

1983:1).  The Insurance Staff Federation was formed in 1920 (Gleghorn 1992: 1). 

 

Early Days 

 

In Queensland, in particular, the banking union (the United Bank Officers Association, 

Queensland) experienced rapid growth due to a favourable court system (Hill 1983:33; Murphy 

1979:35; Manning and Manning 1989:59).  State Labor Governments amended legislation to 

allow for awards to be made whereas the Commonwealth constitution47 was held to be a barrier 

(Manning and Manning 1989:61).  The insurance union (Australian Insurance Staff Federation) 

was denied access to favourable state jurisdictions (in particular in Queensland and New South 

Wales) because of conveniently belong rule48 and the well-established and politically 

influential Federated Clerks Unions (FCU), in the state jurisdictions FCU was affiliated with, 

and had significant influence within the Australian Labor Party and the New South Wales peak 

union council (Gleghorn 1992:3).  As a result the insurance industry has always been subject 

to federal award coverage because of FCU rules within state jurisdictions (Gleghorn 1992:15). 

The expansion of federal award coverage in the insurance industry into Queensland occurred 

                                                           
47 The operation of the s 51 (xxxv) of the Commonwealth Constitution empowered the Commonwealth to settle 

and determine industrial disputes extending beyond the limit of any one state.  See the previous footnote 

regarding the Australian Insurance Staffs' Federation v Accident Underwriters' Association [1923] HCA 61; 

(1923) 33 CLR 517 (13 December 1923) in which debate ensued about the issue of whether banking and 

insurance were industries as would be required for the extension of a federal award. 
48 See footnote 12 
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in 1948 despite FCU opposition (Gleghorn 1992:39).  The creation of a federal award required 

the High Court of Australia to bring down a decision regarding the meaning of industry 

(Gleghorn 1992:15 HCA 1923:4; Kirby and Creighton 2004:112).  Section 51 (xxxv) of the 

constitution gave jurisdiction to the Commonwealth to legislate around industrial disputes49. 

Employers placed heavy reliance on case law that employees, other than manual labourers, 

could not be the parties to an industrial dispute and therefore banking and insurance could not 

be involved in an industrial dispute (HCA 1923:4).  The High Court decision was indeed a 

significant win for the white collar banking and insurance unions as quite a different view was 

adopted in 1929 with respect to teachers (Kirby and Creighton 2004:112). 

 

The first award in any jurisdiction of Australia for bank employees was made in Queensland 

(Murphy 1979:28).  T.W. McCawley, President of the Court of Industrial Arbitration of 

Queensland brought down a decision on 19 March 192050 with a 12 year incremental scale that 

provided a top minimum rate of £300 per annum.  In so doing, his honour made reference to 

the rate of inflation and substantial profits that had been made by the banks.  He found it curious 

that enterprises in the business of finance would not see the need for wages to keep pace with 

inflation!  The decision also made reference to the recently abolished marriage ban where 

employees were not permitted to marry until they reached a certain income level as 

demonstrating the standard of living that the banks expected of their employees.  Awards were 

created in other Australian jurisdictions that also included long incremental structures to reward 

employees from continuing employment and skill development, thereby dispensing with the 

arbitrary remuneration systems that had been put in place by employers (Manning and Manning 

1989:54).  The classification structure adopted in these awards was not dissimilar to that which 

                                                           
49 “conciliation and arbitration for the prevention and settlement of industrial dispute extending beyond the 

limits of any one state” 
50 Bank Officers Award – State No. 435 of 1920 5 QGIG 381 



196 
John R Martin PhD Thesis December 2016 

had been developed for the public service (Manning and Manning 1989:76).  In 1924 in the 

federal jurisdiction Deputy President Quick introduced the incremental scheme similar to that 

applying in the banks thereby setting in place the general nexus between rates in banking and 

insurance (Gleghorn 1992:4). 

 

Returned Service Men and inflation following WWI 

 

The impetus for unionisation and the aspiration for collective industrial coverage were both 

specific and general.  Immediately after the First World War, a decline in real wages in 1919 

for bank staff was triggered by very high inflation.  Around this time work became onerous 

and there was a change in attitude of returned servicemen who joined unions that utilised the 

industrial relations structures in Australia, which in turn facilitated union growth (Hill 

1983:11/12; Manning and Manning 1989:55)  Common to both the early banking and insurance 

unions was the conservative political orientation of membership who were traditionally non-

Labor voters quite averse to affiliation with the ALP or ACTU (Davis 1981:213; Gleghorn 

1992:1; Griffin 1982:65; Hill 1983:61).  The conservative orientation of banking and insurance 

employees may have been a barrier to recruitment, as union members, as membership might 

be seen to diminish social standing (Gleghorn 1992:2).  Insurance officers had a similar middle 

class orientation to bank employees and the status afforded to an insurance office manager was 

similar to that of a bank manager (Gleghorn 1992:2).  Banking and insurance employees had 

high regard within the community, but poor pay.  Ironically the low wage enabled employers 

to recruit from the middle class as the sons51 of the professional and landed classes were able 

to be sustained on the relatively low entry rates in the reasonable expectation that promotion to 

                                                           
51 The use of gender-specific language is deliberate as men were only considered to be suitable to a career in 

banking.  Women were only considered as replacements for men during war or employed performing menial 

tasks until they were married. (Manning 1990:335) 
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managerial level would be forthcoming with years of loyal service (Hill 1983:6; Manning 

1990:336; Murphy 1979:63). 

 

In addition to the conservative nature of the employees within the finance sector, there was 

vigorous employer opposition to unionisation and collective wage determination (Gleghorn 

1992:3).  Strategies such as the use of employer-sponsored staff associations to avoid union 

growth were adopted (Hill 1983:27).  Eventual FSU amalgamation partner, AMP Staff 

Association, obtained registration, largely as a result of the ineptitude of the insurance union 

by its inability to run a conveniently belong argument52 (Gleghorn 1992:32-33).  Victimisation, 

including the termination of employment, was not unusual for those employees who sought to 

organise in those early days (Hill 1983:31; Gleghorn 1992:2), and managers were definitely 

discouraged from joining (Hill 1983:45; Murphy 1979:63).  In such a career-orientated industry 

that relied upon young, middle class men accepting lower wages in return for the promise of a 

management position, union membership might also count against those aspiring to elevation 

to a management level and therefore be an impediment to recruitment of union members (Davis 

1981:195-6; Gleghorn 1992:2; Manning 1990:336). 

 

Union membership suffered during the Great Depression with branch closures and 

retrenchments along with reductions in salary and membership density in the insurance 

industry dropping to 15 per cent (Hill 1983:67: Gleghorn 1992:28, Manning and Manning 

1989:42).  Union leadership was seen as weak and unresponsive to the onslaught on conditions 

undertaken by employers (Hill 1983:80; Manning and Manning 1989:65).  The high level of 

concern for their on-going employment held by union members placed pressure on the unions 

                                                           
52 Conveniently belong arguments make registration of a new union difficult if an existing union can establish 

that there is another union in existence to which members of the proposed union could conveniently belong 
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to make concessions during the Great Depression (Hill 1983:70; Gleghorn 1992:25; White 

1989:20).  Arbitrated wage outcomes relied upon the Consumer Price Index (CPI) and the rate 

of inflation went backwards in Australia in the 1930s (Gleghorn 1992:25; Hancock and 

Richardson 2004:142; White 1989:20; Manning and Manning 1989:42).  Wages rates for 

employees in both banking and insurance decreased by 10 per cent in 1931 (Gleghorn 1992:9; 

Manning and Manning 1989:42) but there was no industrial action by workers in retaliation 

(Gleghorn 1992:9; White 1989:20).  Banks provided relatively secure employment in the 

depression and could therefore take advantage of a nervous workforce (White 1989:27)  

Reductions in pay occurred in the insurance industry in the Great Depression despite record 

profits being recorded by insurance companies including an increase of profit of 200 per cent 

(Gleghorn 1992:4). 

 

World War II and the plans for Nationalisation 

 

An increased level of control over banking was exercised by the Commonwealth during the 

Second World War.  Powers provided in war time led to the Commonwealth Bank taking on 

more of the functions of a central bank (Hill 1983:118).  Aspirations within the Government 

of the day that this might have led to socialisation of the banking industry were to be short 

lived.  Following the end of the Second World War, the Chifley Government sought to 

nationalise the Australian banking system, however this policy position was opposed by 

considerable and very powerful self-interest and led to that Government’s defeat in the 1949 

election. 

 

The Chifley Government’s move to nationalise banks galvanised the ABOA and its members 

in a coalition with private banks against a Labor Government (Hill 1983:111; Murphy 1979:43; 
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White 1989:59; Manning and Manning 1989:95).  The banks’ campaign against nationalisation 

coincided with the McCarthyism era in which the threat of communism was taken seriously by 

many Australian voters (Manning and Manning 1989:98).  At the same time, a High Court 

decision also overturned regulation that required State Governments to bank with the 

Commonwealth Bank (Hill 1983119).  The private banks encouraged employees to campaign 

against the Chifley Government in paid work time (Hill 1983:118; Manning and Manning 

1989:99).  The stand taken by the ABOA in actively campaigning against a Labor Government 

led to an alienation of the ABOA from the broader Labor movement (Hill 1983:113).  The 

AISF also weighed into the nationalisation debate for fear of national insurance, and in fact 

passed an anti-communist resolution at their 1949 national conference (Gleghorn 1992:40). 

 

Post War Prosperity 

 

Post war employment growth provided for a stable environment for both employment within 

the banking and insurance industries and for a continued growth in union membership.  In this 

period, banks opened more branches and insurance offices expanded.  Employment growth in 

banking after the Second World War exceeded the national average (Davis 1987:44).  Changes 

in society were reflected in the leadership of the union.  Bank union leaders where now 

affiliated to ALP, which would have been unthinkable before the war (White 1989:69).  

Employees experienced an increased workload and a focus on sales; loss of status and financial 

standing compared to employees in other industries (especially blue collar) assisted the process 

of unionisation and collective wage determination (Hill 1983:131; 135; Manning and Manning 

1989:123).  In addition to societal and political changes brought about by the war, inflationary 

pressures caused white collar employees to seek to reinstate their purchasing power and relative 

economic status within the community, which in turn led to a post war increase in militancy in 
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a previously conservative and subservient workforce (Manning and Manning 1989:123; White 

1989:69).  A reliance on the arbitration system for the delivery of general wage movements 

provided the union with the ability to recruit members.  The similar expansion of the insurance 

industry post the Second World War provided an assistance to increasing membership, with 

greater numbers and increased willingness to join (Gleghorn 1992:38)  Banks and insurance 

provided safe, secure employment in a pleasant working environment (Gleghorn 1992:63).  

The expanded workforce included employment of the sons and daughters of the working class 

(parents had been tradesmen or labourers) with different attitudes to unions and industrial 

relations than had been the experience with the early nature of middle class, career-orientated 

banking employees (Gleghorn 1992:65). 

 

The ABOA and AISF were both arbitrationist53 unions in early years (Davis 1987:42; Gleghorn 

1992:14), however they increasingly employed other tactics including the use of campaigns to 

get the consent of the banks in 1950s (Hill 1983:136).  A 5 day week campaign in the late 

1950s was a demonstration of the new found capacity of finance sector unions to campaign 

(Hill 1983:168; Murphy 1979:58; Manning and Manning 1989:100).  Most other comparable 

occupations were not required to work on Saturdays and many blue collar occupations had long 

enjoyed having a full weekend off (Manning and Manning 1989:103).  As such, the 

requirement to work on Saturday mornings was very much seen as an issue in which bank and 

insurance employees were lagging behind the community.  Tasmania was the first to remove 

Saturday trading in 1953.  Ironically, given the support shown by bank employees for the 

conservative Liberal Party in the late 1940s, it was largely ALP members of state parliament 

that were assisting in the campaign for shorter trading hours as bank trading hours were largely 

                                                           
53 By arbitrationist it is meant that a union or unions favoured the use of arbitral tribunals over direct industrial 

action and negotiation with employers 
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regulated by state governments and tribunals (Manning and Manning 1989:103).  Whilst the 

ALP was not in power, the 5 day week was achieved in South Australia by a private members 

bill introduced by the Labor member (and later Premier) Don Dunstan in 1959 (Manning and 

Manning 1989:106).  A recently elected conservative Government in Queensland also bowed 

to pressure the union placed on backbenchers, and in 1961 Saturday closures were achieved 

(Murphy 1979:59).  Again, and this time with respect to the working week, insurance 

employees followed the lead of bank employees, which in turn led to a 5 day week for the 

insurance industry in 1961 (Gleghorn 1992:59).  Unions were able to rely upon evidence of not 

much work being performed on a Saturday and eventually the employers consented to the 

removal of Saturday work from the federal insurance award (Gleghorn 1992:60).   

 

As this post war period was associated with a perceived (or real by comparison to blue collar 

employees) loss of economic status for white collar employees, action needed to be taken to 

provide a national lobby for the plight of the white collar worker.  The conservative nature of 

banking and insurance employees made affiliation with the ACTU and/or ALP abhorrent.  

Accordingly, the ABOA and AISF were both instrumental in the creation of the Australian 

Council of Salaried and Professional Associations (ACSPA) in 1956 with the objective of 

restoring status and fair share of the national income (Gleghorn 1992:41; Griffin 1982:65; Hill 

1983:147).  Moreover, it was the objective of the ABOA and AISF to regain their relative status 

in relation to the members of blue collar unions affiliated with the ACTU.  The ACSPA 

affiliation was however significant as it brought finance sector unions closer to the mainstream 

trade union movement.  The creation of a white collar peak council in the post war period was 

soon followed by a rather curious and certainly hitherto exceptional development in industrial 

relations in the banking industry. 
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1960s – the times they are a changing 

 

The creation of a Federal award to cover banking in the 1960s was employer driven whereby 

the banks’ employer organisation took the unusual step of serving a log of claims on employees 

(Davis 1987:43; Manning and Manning 1989:120).  This employer-initiated federal award is 

quite an unusual (if not unique) step to be taken by employers as most (if not all) awards made 

by the federal tribunal were as a result of a union or unions serving a log of claims on employers 

or registered employer organisations, thereby binding those organisation’s members to any 

subsequent award54.  Employers served an ambit log of claims that was necessary to create the 

‘paper dispute’ to enliven the federal jurisdiction.  The employers’ log of claims sought to 

freeze their employees’ wages for 5 years (Manning and Manning 1989:127).  There was 

considerable opposition to federal regulation from the Queensland and New South Wales 

registered unions because of a belief that state industrial tribunals were favourable to those 

unions and that state laws promoted union membership55. State union officials were also 

concerned about the loss of power from the state unions to the federal union that a federal 

award would bring about (Hill 1983:92; Murphy 1979:60; Manning and Manning 1989:109).  

The leading argument for federation was that major improvements in pay and conditions were 

coming from agreements and decisions in the federal jurisdiction with considerable time lag 

for a flow on to the states (Manning and Manning 1989:113/4).  The creation of a federal award 

provided the impetus for a federated union and on 11 November 1963 a new set of rules was 

developed for the ABOA as a federation (Manning and Manning 1989:121).  Resistance from 

                                                           
54 After using the Corporations power by the Commonwealth to regulate private sector industrial relations in 

2005, it is no longer necessary to create an interstate dispute for an award to be created in an industry or for an 

occupational group. 
55 The federal law regarding preference clauses had been settled in R v Wallis (1949) 78 CLR 529 where the 

High Court held that preference clause could not amount to compulsory unionism (Lattimer 1981:181).  No such 

restraint was placed on preference clauses in Queensland until a similar ruling was adopted by the Queensland 

Industrial Court in Miscellaneous Workers Award – State (1967) 62 QGIG 703 (Hall and Watson 1986:68) after 

the time at which the Queensland union joined the federation. 
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some branches continued, however the NSW Branch United Bank Officers Association, being 

the last state based union to federate, finally joining the federation in 1966 (ATUA 2012a). 

 

The traditionally, arbitrationist nature of the finance sector unions was placed under an amount 

of strain for the first time early in the 1960s.  The nature of wage fixation had been for a basic 

wage to be set as the minimum to be paid to an adult performing unskilled labour and that 

margins were set above the basic wage having regard to the level of skill of the employee 

(Dabscheck 1994:147).  In 1962-63, the ABOA failed in a margins case that sought to flow on 

wage increases obtained in the metal industry (Manning and Manning 1989:128).  A 

subsequent agreement that was reached with banks was considered concessional and was due 

to a lack of bargaining power on the part of the ABOA.  This outcome demonstrated to the 

union leadership and members that the ABOA and in turn the AISF would have to ‘catch and 

kill’ their own.  That is, the unions in the finance sector could no longer rely upon the wage 

increases set by other, more industrially powerful groups of workers to obtain wage increases 

and the less than satisfactory result of the settlement with employers demonstrated that only 

direct action would produce results. 

 

The late 1960s in Australia saw a new era of wage setting wherein direct negotiations between 

employers and unions reflected the outcome of industry level negotiations, and tribunals were 

to have a less pivotal role in the process of wage determination than had previously been the 

case (Dabscheck 1995:38).  Buoyed by the success of other unions and the favourable 

economic conditions, the ABOA made a 25 per cent pay claim in 1967 that was based on an 

absence of over-award payments (Hill 1983:213; Manning and Manning 1989:135).  

Conservative ABOA branches in New South Wales and South Australia refused to endorse the 
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claim due to its excessive nature and the federal union intervened to talk to members in NSW 

(Hill 1983:216; Manning and Manning 1989:135). 

 

The employers’ response to the claim was to pay an increase that was not agreed with the union 

and sought to vary the award to reflect the unilaterally decided wage increase (Manning and 

Manning 1989:138).  The employer response ensured outrage amongst banking employees and 

subsequently led to the first strike in the banking industry that occurred in 1969 and an 

additional 3,000 members joined as a result of the strike (Hill 1983:218; Manning and Manning 

1989:139).  Whilst there was some opposition to the strike, the turn out and response from the 

membership was better than expected by union officials (Griffin 1982:55; Manning and 

Manning 1989:142).  The pressure to flow-on wage gains, achieved by direct industrial action 

in the banking industry, to the insurance industry also meant that insurance workers adopted 

new and more aggressive industrial strategies in the 1970s (Gleghorn 1992:79; Griffin 

1982:56). 

 

1970s: Closed shops and Women’s Rights 

 

A new era was heralded for the ABOA and AISF in 1974 where employers agreed to a closed 

shop56 arrangement thereby practically unionising the entire Australian banking and insurance 

industries (Davis 1987:43, Gleghorn 1992:14; Griffin 1982:55; Griffin 1983:31; Hill 1983: 

267; Hill, Birrell and Cook 1985:316; Weeks 1995:97).  The motivation for the employers to 

agree to a closed shop arrangement was a development in preference of employment case law, 

arising from a decision in the in the Clerks Oil Industry Case 57(Griffin 1983:31).  The nature 

                                                           
56 The closed shop would only apply to new employees however the turnover of staff meant this alone would 

substantially increase membership in a relatively short period of time. 
57 Federated Clerks Union of Australia v Altona Petrochemical Co Pty Ltd (1973) 150 CAR 387, 392 
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of the arbitration system in Australia meant that there was potential for a flow-on from the 

Clerks Oil Industry Case to the banking industry.  However, given that banking employers had 

previously won a High Court appeal against an award that had granted the union payroll 

deductions for membership (Hill 1983:267; Week 1995:98)58 it was quite extraordinary that 

banking employers would agree to a closed shop and that insurance employers would follow 

suit.  Since the closed shop agreement also provided for payroll deductions for union 

membership, it may well be inferred that employers wished to maintain some control over 

union membership and thereby control the conduct of the respective unions.  As would be 

expected, the closed shop arrangement dramatically increased membership with the ABOA 

(Griffin 1982:55; Griffin 1983:31) going from 38,000 members in 1969 to 67,700 in 1978, an 

increase of 78.2 per cent (Davis 1987:61).  Density in the banking industry went from the 

relatively high level of 64 per cent to the considerably higher level of 86 per cent within two 

years to 1975 (Griffin 1983:31).  The AISF likewise benefited greatly from the closed shop 

having membership density of below 50 per cent of the insurance industry before the closed 

shop and increasing membership 33 per cent in the two years following the introduction of the 

closed shop (Griffin 1983:35).  The closed shop brought about greater contact with the union 

in the case of the AISF (Gleghorn 1992:81) and caused the hitherto disparate employers in the 

insurance industry to organise and operate collectively as an industry (Gleghorn 1992:82; 

Griffin 1982:55).   Banks and Insurance Offices providing payroll deductions for union 

membership as part of the agreement (Griffin 1983:31) was a facility that had been afforded to 

the CBOA by the Commonwealth Bank since 1937 (Griffin 1983:35). The CBOA had entered 

into an agreement with the Commonwealth Bank in 1925 which provided for the automatic 

flow-on of improvements won by the ABOA in the private sector and this automatic process 

of maintaining relativities coupled with the close relationship with the employer guaranteed a 

                                                           
58 R V Portus Ex Parte ANZ Banking Group (1972) 172 CLR 353 



206 
John R Martin PhD Thesis December 2016 

high level of membership without a closed shop (Griffin 1982:54).  The 1974 closed shop 

agreement in effect brought about an equalisation, in terms of membership density, between 

private sector unions (ABOA and AISF) with the two largest in house employee associations 

(CBOA and AMPSSA) who had long enjoyed membership density of 90 per cent or higher as 

a result of their status and relationship with the employer (Griffin 1982:54,56; Griffin 1983:35).   

 

The 1970s also saw the advancement of the rights of women in the workforce in Australia 

(Borland and Woodbridge 1999:109; Isaac and McIntyre 2004:9).  Within the finance sector, 

in particular banking, women have not always enjoyed the best of employment experiences.  

Traditionally, women were expected to leave employment when they got married (Gleghorn 

1992:81) and employers blatantly discriminated against women in promotion to senior 

positions (Hill, Birrell and Cook 1985:316).  Women had long held positions in banks since 

the First World War when they were required to replace men who had gone to war (Manning 

and Manning 1989:168).  Women further joined the finance sector workforce during the 

Second World War however, women were seen by the traditional union leadership as being 

less likely to join the union (Davis 1981:196; Davis 1987:43; Hill 1983:99; Gleghorn 1992:29).  

Unions cooperated with employers during the Second World War by permitting part-time 

employment to which they had been previously opposed (Gleghorn 1992:30).  There was 

traditionally some conflict between the employment of women and the objectives of the union.  

Given that 98 per cent of part time employees were women and, that part time employment 

was seen as detrimental to the concept of career employment that was so important to ABEU 

members, the employment of women was not always welcomed by the male membership of 

the union (Manning and Manning 1989:186, 172).  The employment of larger numbers of 

women coincided with the introduction of technology with the corresponding increase in lower 

paid employment, routine work and an expectation of lower career aspirations (Manning 
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1990:338; Manning and Manning 1989:167).  In addition part-time employees are generally 

harder to recruit as union members (Manning and Manning 1989:185; Peetz 1998:74). 

 

For women within the banking and insurance industries, arbitral tribunals were successfully 

used to correct inherent and long-standing discrimination on the basis of rates of pay (Sappey 

et al 2006:60; Whitehouse 2004:226).  Awards contained separate and lower rates of pay for 

women and the changing societal attitudes that commenced in the 1960s enabled successful 

applications for the removal of female rates of pay in the 1970s (Peetz 1998: 29; Sappey et al 

2006:60-61).  The Whitlam Government, the first Labor Commonwealth Government for 23 

years, led the way by removing female rates of pay for its own employees by consent 

(Anderson, Griffin and Teicher 2002:55; Juddery 1980:246; Dickenson 1982:138).  The 

precedent set by the Whitlam Government for the federal public service and the involvement 

of tribunal Deputy President Elizabeth Evatt led to success in attaining equal pay for women 

in the finance sector between 1972 to 1975 (Gleghorn 1992:81). 

 

Like most developed nations, Australia suffered from the economic shock of the OPEC oil 

crisis in the early 1970s (Watson et al 2003:193).  As a result, Australia experienced stagflation 

with alarmingly high levels of inflation and unemployment.  In order to address the inflation 

caused by wage claims, the Whitlam Government, in concert with the federal tribunal, 

introduced a system of wage indexation whereby the tribunal sought to limit wage increases by 

a centralised system of wage determination (Dabscheck 1995:22; Sappey et al 2006 39).  

Commitment and adherence to tribunal decision was not strong amongst the industrial parties, 

in particular militant unions, and the system of wage indexation faltered in the late 1970s and 

was eventually abandoned in 1981 (Dabscheck 1995:22).  Undoubtedly encouraged by the 

success of militant blue collar unions in the industries traditionally associated with union 
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strength, the ABEU contributed to the demise of indexation by pursuing claims over and above 

the strict wage fixation principles set by the federal tribunal.  This over-award campaign 

resulted in a range of stop work meetings in 1979 and 1980 a period which is commemorated 

by high attendance of stop-work meetings and the image of over 6,000 union members standing 

in the rain in Melbourne (Davis 1981:209). 

 

 

 

1980s: Financial Market Deregulation, Bank Mergers, Changing Employer Attitudes and 

Further Technological Change 

 

Following the successful campaign for a 38 hour week (down from 40 ordinary hours per week) 

in the metal industry in 1981 (Latham 2009; Manning and Manning 1989:193), in 1982 the 

ABEU along with other Australian unions commenced a campaign for shorter working week 

and sought a 9 day fortnight (Griffin 1982:62; Manning and Manning 1989:187; Mulvey 

1983:69).  The result was a 19 day month which included a trade-off that increased the level 
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of part-time employment in banking, increased trading hours and the spread of ordinary hours 

and reduced entitlements to meal allowances on overtime (Manning 1990:347; Manning and 

Manning 1989:193).  In particular the long history of resistance to part-time employment by 

members of the ABEU reveals how unpalatable the trade-offs for the 38 hour week were to the 

membership (Manning 1990:347).  The result of the far from successful 9 day fortnight 

campaign in the early 1980s can be viewed in stark contrast to the relatively successful wage 

claims of the late 1960s and 1970s, and members considered that too much had been traded off 

in return for the 38 hour week (Manning and Manning 1989:193).  It is also evident that the 

campaign for a reduction in working hours did not engender the same level of support from 

membership that the previous wage claims had done (Manning and Manning 1989:196). 

 

The less than conclusive victory in the 9 day fortnight campaign also reflects a changing 

attitude of employers who recognised the lack of industrial muscle possessed by the union and 

were encouraged by the experience in New Zealand where employers gained an increase in 

trading hours without any reduction in working hours (Manning and Manning 1989:198).  

Employers reacted in kind to the introduction of the 38 hour week with a level of aggression 

that had previously been absent from industrial relations in the banking industry.  This reaction 

was to literally enforced the 38-hour week by compelling employees to stay for the completion 

of their shift, thereby abolishing the long-standing practice of allowing employees to leave 

work when they had completed their tasks for the day. Employers also did not provide relief 

staff for employees taking their roster day off per month that gave effect to the 19 day month 

thereby intensifying work for all employees (Manning and Manning 1989:202). 

 

A rise of employer militancy was witnessed in the early 1980s with banks failing to comply 

with the recommendations of the Australian Industrial Relations Commission and failing to 
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consult with unions over matters of significant change (Griffin 1982:60; Manning 1990:348; 

Manning and Manning 1989:205).  Concurrent with employers adopting a more aggressive 

approach to industrial relations, bank mergers and acquisitions took place ahead of deregulation 

(Daugaard and Valentine 1993:42-44; Griffin 1982:53; Manning 1990:335; Manning and 

Manning 1989:204).  Bank mergers resulted in closure of branches in order to maximize 

economies of scale for the newly merged organisations that in turn resulted in retrenchments 

which would not assist in campaigning for improvements in pay and conditions when the 

career-minded banking and insurance employees feared for their future employment (Manning 

and Manning 1989:204). 

 

The Finance sector also experienced further and more rapid technological change in the 1980s 

(Gleghorn 1992:85; Hill, Birrell and Cook 1985:318; Griffin 1982:56).  Evidently impacting 

on the nature of work, this technological change enabled the centralisation of functions by the 

use of call centres and data centres (Kitay 1999:75; Griffin 1982:58).  In turn, centralised 

functions enabled a greatly enhanced speed of paperwork, the capacity for rapid data 

processing within head office and the ability of finance sector competitors to offer services 

outside normal hours.  Further technological change included the introduction of Automatic 

Teller Machines (ATMs) and Electronic Funds Transfer Point of Sale (EFTPOS) that changed 

forever the way in which consumers interacted with their financial institutions (Griffin 

1982:58/9; Manning 1990:342).  Notably this massive technological change also coincided 

with a period of deregulation (Kitay 1999:68; Manning and Manning 1989:204).  Changes that 

occurred to the internal labour market were brought about by the shift from branches to head 

office that were both necessitated and enabled by technological change.  In addition structural 

changes to work arrangements included an increased levels of part-time employment with the 
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associated potential barriers to recruitment and less commitment to work and/or a career within 

the finance sector (Kitay 1999:79; Hill, Birrell and Cook 1985:326; Manning 1990:338). 

 

Coincidental with massive industry restructuring in the finance sector was significant changes 

to the system of wage fixation in Australia.  The hitherto highly centralised system that relied 

upon national wage cases with an automatic flow on of wage increases to all employees covered 

by an award was under pressure, particularly from some employers who argued that restrictive 

work practices and productivity needed to be addressed by the wage fixation system (Briggs 

and Buchanan 2000:10; Dabscheck 1995:32; Hancock 1999:40; Hancock and Richardson 

2004:197; Sappey et al 2006:361).  The Restructuring and Efficiency Principle and the 

Structural Efficiency Principles (SEP)59 formed part of a devolution within the Australian 

industrial relations system that has been described in Chapter 4.  Amongst other matters, the 

SEP concentrated on the development of skill-related career paths at an award level to replace 

the narrowly-focused, occupationally based job descriptions typically contained in awards 

(Briggs and Buchanan 2000:11; Dabscheck 1995:31; Hancock 1999:40; Hancock and 

Richardson 2004:197; Sappey et al 2006:362).  The SEP shifted the focus of wage 

determination from the national level to the industry level as SEP negotiations typically took 

place between the award parties.  As providence would have it, this shift of foci was part of 

continuum that eventuated at an enterprise, and in some cases, individual level (Sappey et al 

2006:232). 

 

Within banking, the age- and experience- based scale was replaced with a job evaluation 

process.  Historically a strict hierarchy had been in place for banking employees that 

commenced with probation wherein menial tasks were performed by new starters who were 

                                                           
59 Commonly known as Award Restructuring 
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invariably school leavers (Norris 1983:82; Gleghorn 1992:81; Lockwood 1958:149; Manning 

1990:335).  Moreover, the award structure that was in place for the banking industry had largely 

remained unchanged since the 1920s (Manning 1990:335).  Following the probationary period 

employees progressed through an internal career path to teller; then following many years of 

service to accountant; and eventually to the position of manager (Hill 1983:6; Kitay 1999:75; 

Manning 1990:338).  The new structure of work within the finance sector changed dramatically 

with differing entry ports to employment as well as the employment of graduates and specialists 

focusing on sales (Kitay 1999:63; Manning 1990:336).  A new cadre of specialised business 

bankers were employed and home loan sales staff were also engaged working non-standard 

hours (Kitay 1999:76; Manning 1990:336).  The work of tellers was de-skilled to the 

performance of the most basic transactions (Kitay 1999:76; Manning 1990:338).  External 

appointments included executives from outside the pool of career bankers who were appointed 

directly to senior positions (Kitay 1999:79; Manning 1990:336; FSU 1 2013; FSU 2 2013) and 

there was no longer a career path for school leavers anymore (Kitay 1999:79; Manning and 

Manning 1989:208; Manning 1990:336).  A combination of outsourcing and removal of middle 

management positions eroded that traditional career path that had so long been the feature of 

the banks’ internal labour market (Kitay 1999:77; Manning and Manning 1989:208).  In 

addition, the closure of branches, introduction of technology and centralisation of functions led 

to a further erosion of the branch system that had expanded in the post-war period providing 

the slow but predictable career path largely based on seniority (Manning 1990:336; Manning 

and Manning 1989:20).  Hence, employees without formal qualifications did not have the same 

prospects that had been enjoyed by school leavers entering the industry for so many years.  

Moreover the traditional career progression with its associated regular pay increases was 

replaced with performance-based pay systems and job evaluations (Brown and Heywood 

2009:180; Kitay 1999:83; Manning 1990:350).  The importation of senior and specialist 
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employees from outside the existing banking workforce necessitated additional payment 

beyond the level of the award rate for attraction and retention purposes.  The combination of 

career blockage for traditional staff and the irrelevance of the award to the new tertiary 

qualified personnel, meant that there was significant support from both employees and 

employers for a new classification structure and the abandonment of the long “apprenticeship” 

that had been so long associated with employment in banking (Manning 1990:343). 

 

The Award restructuring process was significant for the industrial relations within banking for 

a number of reasons, however for the purpose of considering the effect on levels of unionisation 

it marked the beginning of disparate conditions of employment and bargaining outcomes for 

major employers within the banking industry60.  The National Australia Bank and the ANZ 

went in one direction with a new classification structure whilst Westpac went in yet another 

direction (Manning1990:345). Lockwood (1958:149) described a “lack of homogeneousness” 

within conditions of employment as having a negative effect on the ability of a union to 

organise white collar employees in a particular industry.  The incongruent outcomes within the 

major employers arising from award restructuring intuitively led the parties towards the system 

of enterprise bargaining that was to follow and goes some way to explaining the reduction in 

union membership that was to follow. 

 

Also coincidental with the late 1980s was the large-scale closure of branches by the major 

banks.  Branch closures were enabled largely by technological changes and had the objective 

of bringing into effect the economies of scale from the process of mergers and acquisitions that 

commenced in the early 1980s (Manning 1990:341).  A shift from labour intensive to capital 

                                                           
60 The 4 major banks in Australia then and now are NAB, ANZ Westpac and Commonwealth.  At the point of 

the award restructuring process, the Commonwealth was still Government owned and had effectively a different 

union and award coverage. 
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intensive work methods also struck at the heart of the unions’ method of organising: the branch 

structure (Manning 1990:341). 

 

1990s: Job Cuts and the Workplace Relations Act 

 

The 1990s was a period of consolidation within the finance sector and was marked by a loss 

posted by the Westpac Banking Corporation 1990s (Interview FSU 3 2013).  This 

unprecedented loss created a shock in the product market that would have long-lasting 

repercussions for the FSU and its members.  In the finance sector, the 1990s was marked by 

continual change with associated periods of take-over and consolidation amongst financial 

institutions that resulted in substantial job losses for FSU members (Interviews FSU 1 2013; 

FSU 2; 2013; Carter 2013; Schroder 2013; FSU 10 2013).  As one respondent recalls: 

 

“Periods of takeovers particular in the insurance part of the industry there were a huge number 

of in the mid to late 1990s – a lot of smaller insurance companies being swallowed up… we 

seemed to be running around doing merger and take over negotiations all over the place …so 

what tended to get created larger and larger institutions...  we saw it also in banking…a lot of 

uncertainty came about from takeovers…huge amount of instability from the workforce’s point 

of view by bank branch closures…more than 2,000 bank branch closures in less than a decade 

…huge impact on membership where our best density was - in bank branches” (Interview 

FSU1 2013). 

 

The results of the consolidation of financial institutions was that the FSU was faced with larger, 

and increasingly more militant, employers (Interviews FSU 1 2013; FSU 2; 2013; Carter 2013).  

This employer militancy, emboldened by the election of a conservative government with an 
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overtly anti-union agenda in 1996, was to have a significant impact on union density in the 

finance sector and the broader economy more generally.  The Howard Government (1996 – 

2007) continued with a process of labour market decentralisation that had occurred under 

previous Labor Governments but sought to accelerate that process in a fashion that would not 

favour unions, with (amongst other measures) restrictions on union right of entry and 

substantially greater emphasis on forms of employment regulation that excluded unions (Peetz 

1998:108; Sappey et al 2006:277).  All of the anti-union strategies available to employers 

arising from the new political and legal environment were adopted by the major banks 

(Interviews FSU 1 2013; FSU 2 2013).  It is widely accepted that these anti-union strategies 

impacted on the FSU and that most of the damage that was inflicted upon the FSU as an 

organisation initially occurred during the period of the Workplace Relations Act61 (Interviews 

FSU 1 2013; FSU 2; 2013; FSU 6 2013).  Figure 6.1 (following) indicates a continual and in 

some years rapid decline in membership density following the introduction of the Workplace 

Relations Act. 

 

In addition the trend of technological and work-organisation changes that commenced in the 

1970s and 1980s hastened throughout the 1990s (Kitay 1999:75).  This massive change in 

technology enabled significant cost savings in back office processing (FSU 9 2013).  As a result 

of corporate restructure combined with further, rapid technological change, the 1990s saw 

considerable down-sizing of employment within the finance sector.  The Figure 6.1 tracks the 

relationship between union membership and total numbers of employees within the finance 

sector. 

 

                                                           
61 Respondents were asked about the impact that the 2005 WorkChoices legislation, widely regarded as being 

worse for unions than the 1996 Workplace Relations Act had on the FSU.  Three of those respondents indicated 

that the damage to the FSU had been done well before WorkChoices identifying the 1996 Workplace Relations 

Act as the catalyst. 
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The existence of a statistical industry division used by the Australian Bureau of Statistics 

entitled Financial and Insurance Services enables us to reasonably approximate density for the 

FSU.  The numbers used in the following graphic would tend to understate density as persons 

employed would include employees outside of the union’s coverage.  However, the graphic 

does reasonably represent employment and union membership within the finance sector.  

 

Figure 6.1 FSU Membership and Persons Employed in the Finance Sector 

 

Source Returns for Fair Work Commission and ABS Catalogue 6291.0.55.003 - Labour Force, Australia, Detailed, Quarterly, Feb 

2015 Table 04. Employed persons by Industry - Trend 

 

As can be seen from this graphic, the falling numbers of FSU members (blue bars) coincides 

with the stagnation of the total numbers of employees employed within the finance sector in 

the 1990s (Interview FSU 2 2013).  However, as employment increased within the finance 

sector (orange bars), the FSU was not able to convert this growth in employment to a growth 

in membership thereby suffering from the plight of the broader trade union movement – a 

reduction in union density (Peetz 2008:4).  This adverse political and legislative environment, 

together with the increasingly aggressive attitude of employers clearly impacted upon the 
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ability of the FSU to recruit new members (Interviews FSU 1 2013; FSU 2; 2013; FSU 6 2013).  

It follows that the FSU was not able to recruit new members into the union following the 

upward trend in employment in the industry that occurred in the new millennium (Interview 

FSU 2 2013). 

 

The New Millennium and No Let Up (Just Yet) 

 

Notwithstanding the adoption of significant anti-union policies by the major employers, by 

2002 union density in the finance sector was still very close to national average (Peetz, Webb 

and Jones 2002:88).  The resilience of FSU membership density could, to some extent, be 

explained by the high base from which the FSU came (Interview FSU1 2013).  Unfortunately 

for the FSU however, the decline in membership continued throughout the early part of the 

twenty-first century.  The downsizing that had commenced in the 1990s continued in the 2000s 

(Gandolfi 2007:148) and management of major banks adopted unitarist human resource 

management strategies aimed at marginalising the FSU within the industry. 

 

The success of the major banks in breaking the power and the influence of the FSU may well 

have in turn contributed to the rather unusual circumstances of the finance sector.  Australian 

financial institutions are said to be amongst the most stable in the world (Interviews FSU 9 

2013; FSU 10 2013).   That stability however is not shared equitably or experienced by 

employees of those financial institutions (Interview FSU 10 2013): 
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“Banking is strong and stable from an employer’s point of view but the exact opposite from an 

employee’s” (Interview FSU 7 2013) 

 

Profit motivation and the pursuit of revenue have increasingly become all-pervasive within the 

finance sector.  “There is no appetite for anything that pertains to the welfare of employees” 

(Interview FSU 9 2013).  Similarly, profit maximisation will always take precedence over 

service outcomes (Interview Carter 2013) much to the chagrin of the old style ‘banky’ whose 

first loyalty was also to the customer (Interview Schroder 2013).  There is an on-going 

expectation of  “double digit returns on banks every year” (Interview Carter 2013), meaning 

that financial institutions are under constant pressure to return high profits either by generating 

revenue or by reducing costs, in particular staff.   An “enormous pressure on the head count62” 

has in turn led to instability in employment (Interview Carter 2013).  This constant instability 

and threat to employment contrasts greatly with the security of tenure remembered by long-

term employees of the finance sector (interview FSU 7 2013). 

 

Unsurprisingly the continued pressure for substantial rates of return brought with it an 

associated attack on union membership by employers (Interviews FSU 1 2013; FSU & 2013; 

FSU 7 2013).    Whilst membership decline was heaviest in 1990s and there was some slowing 

of the decline in the 2000s (Interview FSU 1 2013; FSU 6 2013), figure 6.1 does point to an 

on-going downward trend.  Declining union membership and a union avoidance strategy from 

employers was accelerated by changing industrial relations legislation. 

 

                                                           
62 Reference to numbers of employees.  A way in which operating cost are kept low to ensure as few employees 

as possible are employed. 
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As was discussed in Chapter 4, a central aspect of the Howard Government’s industrial 

relations agenda was the introduction of AWAs, statutory individual contracts permissible 

under the Workplace Relations Act 1996.   AWAs allowed employers to effectively lock unions 

out from organising when AWAs were in operation.  In order to exercise right of entry 

provisions with respect to employees covered by the AWA, unions were required to obtain the 

express approval from the employee to enter a workplace.  Therefore to enter a workplace with 

employees covered by AWAs, the union was obliged to indicate to the employer which union 

member or members had requested the union’s presence.  Problems of identification of 

employees covered by AWAs led to such employees being reluctant to have their union activity 

highlighted to their employer, thereby frustrating union attempts to enter workplaces (Interview 

FSU 1). 

 

The use of AWAs was the subject of substantial litigation between the FSU and the 

Commonwealth Bank based on breaches of Freedom of Association provisions of the 

Workplace Relations Act.  The Commonwealth Bank was said to have mislead staff to induce 

a take up the AWAs (Catanzariti and Sharif 2001:167/8; Dabscheck 2001:25; Ellem 2001:207; 

Interviews FSU 1 2013; FSU 2 2013; FSU 10).  Interlocutory relief was granted to the FSU in 

relation to the statements being made to employees by the Commonwealth Bank (Dabscheck 

2001:25; Interviews FSU 1 2013; FSU 2 2013).   However, the relative ease with which the 

Commonwealth Bank introduced AWAs into its formerly heavily unionised workforce, 

demonstrated the inability of the FSU in an industrial sense to prevent an overtly anti-union 

agenda being pursued by the major financial institutions (Mackinnon 2007:405; FSU 2 2013). 
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The Commonwealth Bank appointed a CEO63 from the mining company Rio Tinto that was 

known for its union avoidance strategies.  The new CEO adopted the same employment 

practices with the Commonwealth Bank as had been adopted and to some extent succeeded in 

the far more unionised and militant mining sector (FSU 1 2013; FSU 2 2013; Carter 2013).  

The previously state-owned Commonwealth Bank used to AWAs to regulate employment 

conditions for their staff thereby signalling a fundamental shift in the relationship with the FSU 

(Catanzariti and Sharif 2001:168; Ellem 2001:206; Interviews FSU 1 2013; FSU 2 2013).  The 

use of AWAs was a means of side stepping the FSU following a breakdown of negotiations for 

a collective agreement due to the FSU refusing to accept an offer from the Commonwealth 

Bank (Dabscheck 2001:25; Interviews FSU 1 2013; FSU 2; 2013; FSU 6 2013; FSU 7 2013).  

This use of AWAs, particularly by the CBA caused considerable difficulties for the FSU in 

being able to influence wage outcomes for employees and by the end of WorkChoices era, one 

in three Commonwealth Bank employees had their employment conditions determined by an 

AWA (Interview FSU 2 2013).  This use of AWAs by the Commonwealth Ban was “not like 

the spotlight case64” (Interview FSU 1 2013) as they did not remove conditions of employment.  

The use of AWAs were part of a longer term strategy to de unionise the industry (Interviews 

FSU 1 2013; FSU 6 2013; FSU 7 2013).   

 

“The Commonwealth Bank introduced AWAs and used it, for the example, to step away from 

enterprise bargaining” (Interview Carter 2013) 

 

                                                           
63 David Murray 
64 The spotlight case was notorious for its removal of conditions of employment.  In this case the haberdasher 

Spotlight issued staff with AWAs that removed all penalties in return for a 2 cent per hour increase (Workplace 

Express 2006).  The spotlight case became iconic in the Your Rights at Work campaign as demonstrating the 

danger of AWAs to employees (Muir 2008). 
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“Definitely in our industry it was a direct cause, I believe, of marked decline in membership 

because, especially the Commonwealth Bank, they were one of the biggest users of AWAs they 

created mindset in the worker – ‘I am on an individual contract what can a union do for me?’  

The Commonwealth Bank has shown a real deep love for union busting” (Interview FSU 7 

2013). 

 

The FSU suffered a further defeat in the early 2000s when the staff of Suncorp Metway voted 

up a non-union agreement to the exclusion of the FSU (Markey 2007:195).  Suncorp Metway 

was one of the new institutions granted a banking licence under the deregulated financial 

environment and was made up of the previously Queensland Government-owned, recently 

corporatised and then privatised State Government Insurance Office and a Building Society 

that had been previously bailed out of financial difficulty by the Queensland Government.  

Suncorp Metway successfully avoided federal award coverage thereby breaking ranks from the 

major banks65 and set up its own internal staff association to avoid the influence of the FSU.  

Suncorp66 has successfully adopted a unitarist approach for some time, however the merged 

organisation that voted up the non-union agreement for employees from the former GIO 

(formerly NSW Government owned) where the FSU had a significant presence for many years 

(Markey 2007:195).  Despite the FSU having a 10 per cent membership density, Suncorp 

continued to refuse to deal with the union (Markey 2007:195).  Again the apparent ease with 

which Suncorp was able to continue its non-union, unitarist strategies further demonstrates the 

incapacity of the FSU to affect industrial outcomes under hostile political and legislative 

conditions.  Aside from the two specific examples of the Commonwealth Bank and 

Suncorp/Metway, the 2000s were also marked by deliberate attempts by major employers to 

                                                           
65 As discussed elsewhere in relation to industrial coverage the major banks had in fact strategically adopted 

federal coverage in 1960s 
66 Suncorp Metway dropped the Metway to return to the name Suncorp 
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unilaterally control wage outcomes (Mackinnon 2005:221) and frustrate FSU’s right of entry 

to workplaces (Riley, Smith and Sarina 2005:177). 

 

It was as if the major banks seemed to take turns at who would be belligerent towards the union 

with all four major banks being involved in differing disputes with the FSU at separate stages 

during the first decade of the twenty-first century (Interview FSU 10 2013).  Clearly, enterprise 

bargaining provided a massive challenge to the FSU in a hostile political, industrial and 

legislative environment (Interviews FSU 1 2013; FSU 2 2013; FSU 6 2013): 

 

“hundreds and thousands of workplaces and union don’t have the resources to do it all started 

to think how we would deal with the level of density that we needed to win…started to 

concentrate our focuses in addition we attempted to develop delegates (Interview FSU1 2013)” 

 

Notwithstanding the relatively high union dentistry with the big four banks, these banks 

continued to refuse to bargain with the FSU.  The big four banks make a large portion of the 

finance sector and traditionally where the union had the bulk of its membership (Interviews 

FSU 1 2013; FSU 2; 2013; FSU 6 2013; FSU 7 2013).  The refusal to bargain led to many FSU 

members and potential members having pay increases delayed thereby not providing fertile 

ground for the FSU to recruit new members (Interview FSU 9 2013). 

 

Delays in negotiations were also experienced in relation to the FSU’s bargains with insurance 

offices (Interview FSU 8 2013) signalling a change in attitude from employers in the insurance 

industry that had previously been considered union-friendly employers (Interview FSU 6 

2013).  One respondent cited an example of themselves, as a delegate, not being allowed to 

take leave to attend to union business during EBA negotiations, thereby demonstrating the 
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changing attitude of employers within the insurance industry (Interview FSU 8 2013).  When 

collective agreements have been achieved with the major banks, those agreements involved 

concessional bargaining and the bargaining process and outcomes demonstrated the enormous 

power imbalance between employers and employees in the finance sector (Interview Carter 

2013).  As bargaining proved problematic for the FSU, the parlous state of employment 

security within the finance sector provided an alternative strategy around which the FSU would 

recruit new members (Interview Carter 2013). 

 

The passage of the WorkChoices legislation is regarded as having extreme anti-worker 

provisions intended on driving down wages and conditions of employment (Balnave, Brown 

and Maconachie 2007: 6; Harpur 2006; 89/90; Sappey et al 2006:394).  Paradoxically, Work 

Choices provided the FSU with something to engage with members and potential members 

(Interviews FSU 1 2013; FSU 6 2013).  WorkChoices changed the conversation between the 

FSU and members and potential members as there now was an even bigger threat than were 

the existing AWAs (Interview FSU 6 2013).  Through the Your Rights at Work (YR@W) 

campaign, the FSU was able to campaign and recruit within the major employers with the 

spectre of removal of employment conditions by the use of AWAs (Interview FSU 1 2013; 

FSU 6 2013). 

 

WorkChoices provided the motivation for the restructure of the FSU (FSU 10 2013) but it also 

had one further curious impact on the FSU.  WorkChoices had the effect of politicising the 

FSU (Interview FSU 10).  The FSU had only been an affiliate of the ALP in one state (New 

South Wales) and following WorkChoices the FSU has now affiliated with the ALP in every 
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state67 where there is a main branch of the FSU (Interviews FSU 1, 2013; FSU 3 2013; FSU 10 

2013).  Given the history of the predecessor unions of the FSU such as the ABEU and AIEU 

and the close association of the CBOA with the industrial groups, it is important to note this 

shift in political orientation (Interviews FSU 1, 2013; FSU 2 2013). 

 

The election of a Labor Government in 2007 and the introduction of the Fair Work Act has 

brought some respite for the FSU and other unions particularly with the removal of AWAs as 

a means to avoid collective union action and to frustrate union right of entry.  Other provisions 

enabled the Fair Work Commission to make orders to compel employers to bargain in good 

faith (Pittard 2013:90).  The Fair Work Act would also have appeared to motivate the major 

banks to bargain with the FSU and interviewees reported that the bargaining process has been 

a lot less problematic for the FSU than under WorkChoices (Interviews FSU 3 2013; FSU 8 

2013). 

 

                                                           
67 The FSU is not affiliated in the state of Tasmania, Australian Capital Territory and the Northern Territory as 

members in those jurisdictions are serviced by the Victorian, New South Wales and South Australian branches 

respectively (Interviews FSU 3 2013; FSU 10 2013) 
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The Elements of the FSU  
 

The nexus that has always existed with respect to industrial relations outcomes in the banking 

and insurance industries (Gleghorn 1992:139) made the ABEU and AIEU obvious 

amalgamation partners.  Amalgamation plans had been discussed as early as 1979 (Davis 

1981:207) easily predating the ACTU sponsored amalgamation process of the late 1980s and 

early 1990s.  As discussed earlier in this chapter, the process of deregulation that occurred 

within the finance sector in Australian has led to convergence of functions of financial 

institutions (Kitay 1999:64; Gleghorn 1992:139).  The lines of demarcation between banks, 

insurance companies and other financial institutions have been dramatically reduced over time 

(Gleghorn 1992:140). 

 

The FSU is an amalgamation of several unions covering, as the name suggests, employees who 

work in the Australian finance sector including banking, insurance, credit unions, building 

societies and other financial institutions (Peetz, Webb and Jones 2002:88).  In this regard, the 

FSU is the end result of the amalgamation plan for its industry sector in accordance with the 

ACTU plan for union amalgamations (Hose and Rimmer 2002:529). 

 

At the 1984 Federal conference there was recognition of the need for structural change within 

the ABEU, with 57 delegates to federal conference only representing branch employees, 

notwithstanding the growth of other forms of employment (Hill, Birrell and Cook 1985:326).  

Concurrently the AIEU undertook a process of restructure and rule changes and the AIEU 

restructure was of such consequence that the AIEU’s rules were adopted for the amalgamated 

union (Gleghorn 1992:138). 
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Figure 6.2 Pedigree of FSU 

 
 

It was at an AIEU conference that the FSU proposal came about (Gleghorn 1992:137) with the 

somewhat surprising suggestion of the AIEU being the host union and the ABEU adopting the 

AIEU rules as the guest union in the amalgamated FSU (AIR 1991; Gleghorn 1992:138).  In 

most other cases of union amalgamation it would be the larger union that was the host union 

and smaller unions being the guest, however in the case of the FSU, the smaller AIEU adopted 
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the role of host.  Figure 6.2 (above) sets out the ‘pedigree’ of the FSU.  A series of name 

changes to the union that covered employees of banks culminated in the creation/re-naming of 

the ABEU in 1978.  The similarly named AIEU covered employees within the insurance 

industry, aside from those employees of AMP who had their own staff association that was a 

registered organisation of employees.  The first amalgamation that occurred in 1991 was that 

of the ABEU, AIEU and the smaller organisations (the AMP Staff Association, the Trustees 

Companies Officers Association and the Wool Brokers Staff Association) thereby creating the 

FSU (AIR 1991).  The subsequent amalgamation that finalised the amalgamation plan in 

accordance with the over-arching ACTU scheme was with the Commonwealth Bank Officers 

Association (CBOA) that occurred in 1994 (AIRC 1994 D/3005/93 Print K9686).  The CBOA 

had covered employees of the Commonwealth Bank of Australia that was traditionally owned 

by the Commonwealth Government and the Reserve Bank of Australia (RBA), being 

Australia’s central bank, since its creation in 1960 (Kitay 1999:86).  Prior to the creation of the 

RBA in 1960 the Commonwealth Bank had performed the role of Australia’s central bank as 

well as competing with privately owned trading and savings banks within the regulated 

Australian banking sector68. 

 

In addition to the well understood rationale of the ACTU amalgamation plan (Griffin 2002:14; 

Hose and Rimmer 2002:527), the amalgamation of the various unions that form the FSU is able 

to be explained by the convergence of products and competitors within the various aspects of 

the finance sector in Australia as well as the privatisation of the Commonwealth Bank (Kitay 

1999:64).  The nexus between pay rates within banking and insurance industries along with a 

convergence in product markets meant that amalgamation had been considered between the 

                                                           
68 A previous discussion concerning the history and nature of the Australian banking sector is under the heading 

of Context/Employer within this Chapter. 
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ABEU and AIEU as early as the 1970s (Gleghorn 1992:139).  Unlike some other 

amalgamations, it could be said that creation of the FSU makes perfect sense with changes to 

the nature of the industry that are covered by that union.  In proposing the amalgamation at the 

1990 AIEU national conference, AIEU Federal Secretary Kevin Davern stated (Gleghorn 

1992:138): 

“It is arguable that AIEU is at the peak of its efficacy.  We could indeed take comfort in that 

and advance it as a justification for remaining alone.  That of course, would ignore the 

revolution in financial services, the deregulation of the finance industry and ACTU-led 

restructuring of unions in Australia, all of which clearly require the response of creating a 

union encompassing all of the finance sector in this country.” 

 

A further motivating factor for the amalgamation process was the review of small organisations 

that was brought about by legislation that had the express purpose of compelling smaller 

organisations to amalgamate with larger organisations (Dabscheck 1995:126).  As the names 

of the smaller amalgamation partners suggests, the AMP Society Staff Association (AMPSSA), 

the Trustees Companies Officers Association and the Wool Brokers Staff Association had 

relatively limited scope for coverage as either in-house staff associations or esoterically-

narrow, occupationally based organisations.  Whilst the AMPSSA was considerable in its size 

and influence, traditionally having more than 90 percent membership of a rather large employer 

(Griffin 1983:35) the legislative changes brought about to induce amalgamation were 

irresistible.  These organisations would have run the risk of deregistration had they not 

amalgamated with the FSU as they did in 1991. 
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As previously mentioned, the host union for the initial amalgamation was the AIEU (AIR 1991; 

Gleghorn 1992:138).  In the years leading up to the amalgamation process the membership of 

the AIEU is set out in the Table 6.1: 

 

Table 6.1 

 

AIEU Membership 1983 - 1990 

 

Year Total membership % change 

1983 22,833  

1984 22,584 1.1 

1985 23,048 2.1 

1986 23,893 3.7 

1987 24,314 1.8 

1988 25,068 3.1 

1989 26,058 3.9 

1990 26,678 2.4 

Total  16.8 

 

Source various returns to the Australian Industrial Registrar 

 

As we have previously noted, the AIEU benefited greatly from the introduction of a closed 

shop in 1974, enjoying a one third (33 per cent) increase in membership in the first two years 

and one half (49 per cent) within ten years after its introduction (Griffin 1982:56).  The closed 

shop had overcome the biggest difficulty to recruitment for the AIEU that union membership 

might be perceived as inconsistent with an employee’s career goals (Griffin 1983:36).  So in 

the smaller of the two major private sector unions we see quite a healthy membership growth 

in the led up to the amalgamation process. 

 

In stark contrast to what was to follow to the amalgamated union, the AIEU demonstrated a 

small annual growth throughout the period of the Accord and leading up to the amalgamation 

process.  The accumulated effect of this small annual growth was an impressive (and possibly 

enviable) growth of 16.8 per cent for that seven year period.  It would appear that unlike many 
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of the amalgamation partners inspired by the ACTU amalgamation scheme, there was yet to be 

a crisis in membership facing the respective amalgamation partners of the FSU. 

 

The two major unions that formed the FSU were somewhat different to the occupationally-

based unions that had traditionally been imported into Australia as replications of their British 

counterparts69.  Both the ABEU and AEIU were industry-based unions and covered all 

employees within their various sectors.  The ABEU had coverage up to and including 

managerial employees, a feature that is quite unusual amongst Australian, private-sector 

unions.  The diminution of the differences between various financial institutions also provided 

the capacity for the FSU to expand its coverage.  The ABEU’s membership was traditionally 

comprised of major banks whose industrial relations were regulated within the federal 

jurisdiction.  By contrast, building societies and credit unions were largely regulated within 

state jurisdictions.  The change in structure and competition within the broader finance industry 

sector, enabled the FSU to expand its coverage and rules by virtue of s118A70 of the Industrial 

Relations Act 1998 (Cth) to cover employees of finance companies and building societies 

(AIRC 1993 Prints K7634 and K8234).  In Queensland for example, employees of credit unions 

and building societies had been traditionally covered by the Federated Clerks Union (now 

Australian Services Union) with industrial instruments under the state jurisdiction in the 

Queensland Industrial Relations Commission.  Around the same time a number of institutions 

                                                           
69 One of the justifications for the orchestrated process of amalgamations in Australia was the occupational-, as 

opposed to industry-, based membership of many Australian unions. (Dabscheck 1995:127) 
70 S118A of the Industrial Relations Act 1998 enabled unions (often supported by employers) to seek 

demarcation orders to provide coverage of employees within an industry or of a specific employer.  These 

provisions were ostensibly to rationalise union coverage in order to settle or avoid demarcation disputes but 

were often used to further the objectives of union rationalisation along industry lines or to allow green field 

agreements between one union (with some coverage) and an employer to cover all employees of a particular 

site. 
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that had previously been building societies were granted licences as banks71 (Daugaard and 

Valentine 1993: 45; Keneley and McKenzie 2008:310). 

 

Post amalgamation membership figures do paint a rather different picture for the FSU than did 

those of the host union leading up to the amalgamation as included in table 6.1.  The Table 6.2 

sets out the membership of the FSU following the creation of the amalgamated union. 

 

Table 6.2 National FSU Membership figures 

 

To date Year Total membership % change 

As at 30 June 1992 94,232  

As at 31 December 1993 93,988 -0.3 

As at 30 June 1994 119,081* 26.7 

As at 30 June 1995 109,969 -8.2 

As at 30 June 1996 109,771 -0.2 

As at 30 June 1997 93,327 -15.0 

As at 30 June 1998 91,667 -1.8 

As at 30 June 1999 83,073 -9.4 

As at 30 June 2000 76,251 -8.2 

As at 30 June 2001 73,569 -3.5 

As at 30 June 2002 62,525 -15.0 

As at 30 June 2003 58,766 -6.0 

As at 30 June 2004 58,332 -0.7 

As at 30 June 2005 55,380 -5.1 

As at 30 June 2006 51,429 -7.1 

As at 30 June 2007 48,439 -5.8 

As at 30 June 2008 46,456 -4.1 

As at 30 June 2009 44,445 -4.3 

As at 30 June 2010 42,782 -3.7 

As at 30 June 2011 41,375 -3.3 

As at 30 June 2012 36,636 -11.5 

As at 30 June 2013 37,515 2.4 

As at 30 June 2014 35,882 -4.4 

As at 30 June 2015 34,492 -4.0 

Total 1994* to 2015 -71.0 

 
*Increase in membership is attributable to the further amalgamation with the Commonwealth Bank Officers’ Association effective 31 March 

1994 (Print K9686) and is highest point of FSU membership 
Source: various returns to the Australian Industrial Registrar and Fair Work Australia 

                                                           
71 One such Building Society was the Queensland based Metropolitan Permanent that was granted a license as 

Metway Bank (Re FSU, ex parte Illaton Pty Ltd HCA 7 (1993) 113 ALR 448, Deane, Toohey, Gaudren and 

Hugh JJ @ 2) 



232 
John R Martin PhD Thesis December 2016 

 

An examination of the membership levels of FSU indicates that in every year post-

amalgamation, the FSU has suffered a reduction in membership whether that be small (for 

example 0.2 per cent in 1996) or massive (for example 15.0 per cent) in 1997.  There is one 

year where the membership of the FSU increased dramatically (26.7 per cent in 1994) but this 

increase is explained by the further amalgamation with the CBOA.  Given that one of the stated 

objectives of the amalgamation process was to stem the reduction in union membership, the 

amalgamation cannot be seen as a performing that particular function.  Whilst the 

amalgamation process is not necessarily to blame for the substantial reduction in the size of the 

FSU, it has not been able to effectively provide a buttress against the decline in membership 

that would have otherwise occurred.  Alternatively, decline in union membership can be 

attributed to large-scale restructuring including closure of branches (Peetz, Webb and Jones 

2002:88) in which case dissatisfaction with the amalgamation process may not have had much 

of an influence at all.  In fact, in the absence of an amalgamated union, the membership decline 

may have been even more pronounced within the finance sector as smaller unions would not 

have had the resources to recruit any new members (FSU 2 2013).  Figure 6.1 supports this 

proposition that the massive downsizing in the finance sector, was the reason for the rapid 

decline in membership.  In addition, the Workplace Relations Act made recruitment a more 

difficult task for the union and encouraged new entrants like the Suncorp Metway Bank and 

the recently privatised Commonwealth Bank to pursue an overtly non-union agenda 

(Catanzariti and Sharif 2001:167; Interviews FSU 1 2103; FSU 2 2013). 

 

In stark contrast to the closed shops in the private sector and union-friendly, public-sector style 

management of the Commonwealth Bank, employment relations changed dramatically 

(Catanzariti and Sharif 2001:167; Interviews FSU 1 2103; FSU 2 2013). 
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One can also see that following the immediate amalgamation that took place in 1991 

membership figures started to decline.  A relatively small decline occurred in 1993 (0.3 per 

cent) following the first phase of the amalgamation.  However a substantial decrease (8.2 per 

cent) occurred following the second phase of the amalgamation that included the CBOA.  

Figure 6.1 would also tend to indicate that the FSU was unable to recruit new members when 

employers in the finance sector started to expand employment following the initial downsizing 

in the 1990s. 

 

The changing nature of the finance sector also meant that there was a range of more 

entrepreneurial small to medium sized companies focused on investments.  The focus of the 

FSU had however remained on the larger employers such as the major banks when employment 

growth within the finance sector was not within the traditional areas of employment (Interview 

FSU 1 2013).  In addition, and perhaps counter-intuitively72, the demise of the branch structure 

as being the locale of the majority of employment within financial institutions inhibited the 

FSU’s ability to recruit and retain members of the union (Interviews FSU 1 2013; FSU 2 2013). 

 

The decline following the amalgamation with CBOA cannot be attributed to legislative change 

as it occurred in 1994 at which time the Labor Government’s Industrial Relations Act 1998 

(Cth) was still in place.  Legislative change that would be likely to impact upon membership 

levels did not occur until late 1996 with the introduction of the Workplace Relations Act 1996 

(Cth) (WRA).  The impact of the WRA includes the removal of compulsory unionism in the 

                                                           
72 Branches consisted of small numbers of employees in diverse geographic locations and employment shifted to 

centralised data centres and call centres which had larger concentrations of employees, which one would 

ordinarily consider to be easier for a union to organise but this was not the experience of the FSU primarily 

because of the use of restrictions on right of entry by union officials contained in the WRA (FSU 1 2013; FSU 2 

2013). 
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form of closed shops73, the removal of preference clauses granting preference of employment 

to union members and restrictions on the right of entry of union officials thereby restricting the 

capacity to recruit and retain union members (Peetz 1998:108; Sappey et al 2006:277).  The 

first return to the Industrial Registrar following the introduction of the WRA, to 30 June 1997, 

indicates a 15 per cent reduction in membership.  However, the downward trend in membership 

that is apparent before this legislative change would have undoubtedly been exacerbated by 

any reduction in the level of union membership that was already occurring, particularly with a 

palpable increase in employer hostility to the union. 

 

Membership within the Australian finance sector, in particular banking, has traditionally come 

from a relatively high base (Interview FSU 1 2013).  In 1985, the ABEU had almost 90 per 

cent membership of the employees that it potentially covered in private banks, largely 

attributable to the membership agreement with the major banks (Davis 1987:43; Hill 1983:269; 

Hill, Birrell and Cook 1985:326).  Even prior to the membership agreement with the major 

banks that occurred in 1974, the ABEU has always enjoyed high levels of membership in the 

order of 50 per cent to 65 per cent of their potential coverage (Kitay 1999:85; Hill 1983:86; 

Hill, Birrell and Cook 1985:326).  Membership within the previously Government–owned 

Commonwealth Bank was even higher than that of the ABEU sans a membership agreement 

with density in the order of 80 per cent as late as 1998 (Kitay 1999: 85). 

 

What makes the decline in membership of the FSU post-amalgamation even more remarkable 

is the relative stable membership experienced prior to the amalgamation as is evidenced by 

Table 6.1.  The combined membership of the ABEU, CBOA, AIEU and AMP Staff Association 

                                                           
73 The major banks had previously rescinded the agreement for a closed shop, however this event did not 

immediately impact upon membership figures. 
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was 117,500 in 1978 (Griffin 1981:276).  Notwithstanding the absence of the relatively small 

Associations, the Trustees Companies Officers Association and the Wool Brokers Staff 

Association in the 1978 figures, membership of the future amalgamation partners in 1978 bears 

an extraordinary similarity to the FSU numbers post-amalgamation with the CBOA in 1994 

(i.e. 119,081).  There would be few Australian industry sectors in which unionisation rates 

would have remained stable between 1978 and 1994.  This stability of union membership is all 

the more remarkable given the changes to the nature of competition within the finance sector, 

in particular banking (Kitay 1999:67; Hill, Birrell and Cook 1985:310), and the removal of a 

closed shop agreement with the major banks in this era in 1985 (Hill, Birrell and Cook 

1985:326).  Against the backdrop of a rapid decline in membership, the FSU has adopted a 

range of strategies to seek to address this decline, including a restructure which is discussed in 

detail in the following section of this chapter. 
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FSU Restructure 
 

Whilst the creation of the FSU occurred in stages in the early 1990s, it was not until almost 15 

years later that the amalgamation took full effect when a complete re-write of the FSU rules 

was approved by the Australian Deputy Industrial Registrar on 2 December 2005 (AIR 2005a; 

FSU 1 2012).  Following the amalgamation of the major unions, the ABEU (representing 

employees of privately owned banks); the AIEU (representing employees of insurance offices) 

and the CBOA (representing employees of the then state-owned Commonwealth Bank), 

separate divisions continued to exist for sections of the union that reflected these major unions 

that existed before the amalgamation (Interviews FSU 1 2013; FSU 2 2013; FSU 3 2013; FSU 

10 2013).  Whilst sharing some resources, the separate divisions continued to operate with a 

significant amount of autonomy with separate divisional executives that decided upon the 

allocation of resources within each division of the amalgamated union (AIR 2005a; Interview 

FSU 2 2013).   

 

The following quote describes the duplication that continued to exist by having a separate 

division for employees of the Commonwealth Bank: 

 

“there was two branches in New South Wales before the rule change … you have to think of 

the union pre the rule change as having two National Offices in practice even though there was 

a single executive stream - there was one National Secretary for the union and two National 

Assistant Secretaries, the union was very much divided into two national offices and really 

effectively two national unions, the CBA section being one and the rest of the union being the 

other” (Interview FSU 3 2013). 
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The changing dynamics within the amalgamated union can explain some of the differences and 

tension that existed between the various branches and divisions within the FSU: 

 

“The Banking and Insurance side and the Commonwealth Bank section had at times a tense 

relationship, at times a different view about the direction of the union which contextualised 

everything that happened in the union - so to some extent that existed between New South Wales  

Branch and National Office …the appointment [of] Paul Schroder as National Secretary in 

2003 marked the beginning of a reasonably tense period - that was a contested election one 

that in one, in some ways epitomised the two schools of thought (within the union) - not 

particularly factional in that sense - not a Left/Right divide but a view of strategic direction of 

the union… the New South Wales  favoured a more organising and campaigning approach and 

a much more political approach … the Victorian branch…probably still arguing for those 

things but in a slightly different way slightly different way … but you know with the beauty of 

hindsight I wonder how much the differences were really” (Interview FSU 3 2013). 

 

As described in the above quote, separate state Branch Secretaries had continued to exist for 

the FSU as well as the CBA and Insurance Sections of the FSU in all state branches (Interviews 

FSU1 2013; FSU 2; 2013; FSU 3 2013; Schroder 2013; FSU 6 2013; FSU 01 2013).  In addition 

to the abolition of the separate divisions within the FSU, the 2005 restructure would also see 

dramatic changes to the power base within the union.  As the restructure would require a 

majority of state Branch Secretaries to be in favour of the proposed restructure and that same 

restructure would inevitably take power away from those same Branch Secretaries (or 

completely abolish their positions), the delay of almost 15 years from the initial amalgamation 

to the restructure is not at all surprising (Interview FSU 2 2013). 
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The motivation for the further reform and restructure is explained by Table 6.2 that illustrates 

the rapid decline in membership of the FSU, including two separate years in which membership 

numbers fell by 15 per cent (to 30 June 1997 and 2002).  As has been already noted, the decline 

in membership is explained by reductions in employment within the finance sector, however 

subsequent cyclical increases in employment failed to result in any increase in membership for 

the FSU.  In the face of a continuing decline in membership, the 2005 rule change brought 

about a restructure that created national divisions reflecting the major employers within the 

finance sector on a national basis.  In a very similar fashion to the restructure of the CPSU 

(Interview FSU1 2012), the FSU deliberately shifted the power base of the union from a 

traditional, state-based-structure to that of nine national sections representing employees of the 

four major banks (one section each for CBA, WBC, ANZ, NAB), the Reserve Bank, middle 

sized banks (namely St George and Bank West), insurance employers, multiple employers (not 

elsewhere covered) and a temporary section (AIR 2005b:20-21). 

 

“I think there were at least a couple of objectives… one was to ensure there was more ability 

to develop those plans at a national level and get more cohesion … so if I go back before 

2006…while it was the role of branches to operationalise national strategies, that often that 

didn’t happen…branches were very much their own powers …and if that part of the national 

strategy didn’t suit them (the branch) they didn’t do it…Part of the rationale for the restructure 

was to give more power nationally - that happened both in terms of the powers to the National 

Secretaries and the National Directors  … so the (state) Secretaries used to carry all of the 

votes of the branch …part of change in the power dynamic was to change the Secretary’s vote 

to one.  Instead, votes transferred to honorary members of National Executive who were 

Presidents of their respective local enterprise council.  Effectively not state based but 

enterprise structure [intended to] break down powers of the branches or the fiefdoms of the 
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branches…National Management Committee was also created important part of creating that 

national cohesion…[The] second objective to bring about more democracy-it was about 

ensuring our rank and file members had the majority of the say as opposed to the elected 

official…[It was an] attempt was to make it more democratic and more nationally driven…Set 

up local council to have corresponding national council and draw our presidents from those 

national councils … [it was] about making the place more democratic [members having] much 

more of a say and having that say at the very highest level which was the National Executive 

or every two years at the National Conference ” (Interview FSU 1 2013). 

 

Under the previous, traditional structure of the FSU, voting rights within the organisation were 

determined by the level of membership within the five state branches of the Union, namely 

Victoria/Tasmania, New South Wales/Australian Capital Territory, Queensland, South 

Australia/Northern Territory and Western Australia.  Separate State Secretaries for the private 

banking, CBA and insurance divisions existed in all state branches of the union and carried 

with them votes based on the size of their membership to the National Executive of the union 

(Interview FSU 1 2012). 

 

In a radical departure from the previously-existing, federation-style structure, the Union 

adopted the new structure by means of National Enterprise Councils that were based on the 

aforementioned new national sections, with the exception of the Reserve Bank Section (that 

only elected a representative on a national basis).  For example, each state branch would now 

elect a delegate to the National Enterprise Council who would carry with them votes 

proportionate to the size of the membership within that section of the Union located within the 

relevant state branch (Interview FSU 1 2012).  In accordance with the rule change, one 

representative of the National Executive Council is elected to the National Executive.  State 
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Branch Secretaries (now re-named Local Executive Secretaries) of which there was now only 

one per branch (as opposed to separate division branch secretaries for private banks, CBA and 

insurance) would also take one vote to national executive (AIR 2005b:29). 

 

The changing power dynamic shifted from being representative of the state branch in which a 

member resides to being representative of the employer employing the member.  Instead of 

three full-time officials representing geographic areas only, one full time official represents 

that area on the National Executive of the Union.  Concurrent with the reduction in state-based, 

full-time officials on National Executive, nine rank and file delegates from the National 

Enterprise Councils provided their replacement.  Not unreasonably, the full time officials, the 

National Secretary and National President maintained their positions on the National Executive  

(AIR 2005b:26)  The rule change also resulted in the abolition of the full-time positions of 

National Assistant Secretary, various CBA and Insurance Secretaries positions as well as the 

Reserve Bank National Secretary’s position (Workplace  Express 2007).  This new structure 

was intended to provide a greater emphasis on, and more resources to, campaigning (Interviews 

FSU 3 2013; FSU 7 2013).  The National Director positions enabled the requisite knowledge 

and resources to be allocated where the national organisation determined they were needed to 

be allocated on a national basis (Interviews FSU 6 2013; FSU 7 2013). 

 

At the same time as the substantial reduction in elected, full-time positions took place, the FSU 

also created four National Directors.  The National Directors positions, that were appointed 

rather than elected, comprised two Directors of Campaigning and Bargaining located in Sydney 

and Melbourne respectively; a National Director of Operations (including administration, 

payroll, IT, education and other support functions) and a Director of New and Emerging Areas 

(Interview FSU 1 2012, Workplace Express 2007).  Consistent with the philosophy associated 
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with the adoption of the organising model (Burchielli and Bartram 2009:704; Voss and 

Sherman 2000:338) the FSU committed to spending 20 per cent of its budget on new and 

emerging areas of prospective membership along with the creation of the new Director’s 

position (Workplace Express 2007). 

 

“The FSU even though it had state branches had a very national approach …the nature of the 

employers in the finance industry   run on a national basis … 90 per cent of our agreements 

would have been … agreements with national coverage … so on that basis you kind of have to 

operate on a national basis. 

“Prior to the rule change there was a lot of centralisation of administrative functions…but 

there was definitely more centralisation after the rule changes. 

 

Articulating the shift in power away from the state secretaries the rule change was described 

as follows:  

“Two things that were different: one is there was the integration with the CBA sections, while 

I say that things were centralised they were centralised in these two streams not with each 

other…(and the second)… the big difference after the rule change was the power structures on 

the National Executive … whereas the State Secretaries in each state held the vast majority of 

votes on the National Executive prior to the rule change, they, after the rule change, were left 

with a single vote each and the vast  majority of votes were held by honorary members on an 

enterprise basis not a state basis … that had the consequence of dramatically reducing the 

numerical, political power of each State Secretary - they certainly  maintained an enormous 

amount of influence and to some extent could still run their own shows but  there is a greater 

need to collaborate and work on the basis of consensus at the national management level now, 

as no one could pull out their paddle and vote and have their way enforced but there was a 
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greater need to collaborate at a national level - (they were) forced to interact with each other 

and try to come to some sort of agreement. (Interview FSU 3 2013) 

The leadership that was displayed in driving the changes was also described by the following 

quote: 

“You can’t underestimate the role played by Leon Carter – personal role he played in bringing 

about that culture he really brought a union that was siloed and turf orientated to create this 

union with a culture of collaboration … to one that really does operate on a national basis now 

that most unions don’t” (Interview FSU 3 2013) 

 

In order to facilitate the new national structure of enterprise councils, that national structure 

was by necessity, replicated by Local Enterprise Councils in every state branch.  The 

membership of the Local Executive, which replaced the Executive of the relevant state branch 

was made up of representatives of the various sections of the Union (based on members’ 

respective employers) and elected to the Local Executive.  As previously mentioned the 

singular State Secretary was renamed as the Local Executive Secretary and elected by rank and 

file members of the respective geographic branch of the union, made up the remainder of the 

Local executive.  These Local Executive members consisted of the various elected 

representatives including a President and delegate to the National Enterprise Council (not 

necessarily the same person) for each of the nine national sections of the Union.  The 

significance of the restructure to the state branches of the FSU was indeed profound.   

 

To create a truly national structure, with consistent national outcomes, it was necessary for the 

federal rules to be written in such a way as they dictated the structure of state branches to such 

an extent that those state branches reflected the national organisation.  As such, the autonomy 

that had been previously a feature of the state branches was replaced with a consistent and 
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mandatory structure that facilitated the restructure on national lines.  It is noteworthy that the 

FSU did not go so far as the CPSU in a similar restructure as the various positions of State 

Secretary (re-named Local Executive Secretaries) were still the subject of a ballot of 

membership (Interview FSU 1 2012) and this distinction is discussed later in this chapter in 

relation to the democratic objectives of the FSU restructure. 

 

The restructure was intended to give effect to truly national policy direction “developed 

through the National Executive, with state input and operationalised through the state 

branches (Interview FSU 2 2013)”.  In the new structure a National Management Committee 

was created and made up of Secretaries from each state as well as the newly created National 

Director positions and the National Secretary (Interviews FSU1 2013; FSU 10 2013).  The 

various state branches also had buy-in to the national agenda by virtue of the local Executive 

of the branch holding positions at the National Conference.  Local Enterprise Councils (LECs), 

based on the enterprise employing respective members of the FSU were established in each 

state branch of the FSU.  Presidents of the various LECs in each branch (or their nominees) 

were in turn entitled to a position on a corresponding National Enterprise Council (NEC) that 

replicated the state structures.  Presidents of the various NECs in turn held positions on the 

National Executive of the Union (Interviews FSU1 2013; FSU 10 2013). 

 

The restructure would also provide for clarity of the roles of the respective branches and the 

national office of the Union.  Clarity of purpose would be achieved by a much greater 

demarcation between the functions undertaken by branches and national office (Interviews 

FSU 1 2013, FSU 7 2013).  The FSU was faced with employers that were “national 

organisations [and it] made more sense for FSU to become a national organisation [and to 

adopt] national strategy” (Interview FSU 1 2013).  The national union would develop policy 
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with the input from its various branches and it would be “State Branch responsibility to 

operationalise the plans” (Interview FSU 1 2013).  In addition, “State branch would continue 

to look after state based-organisations” meaning those smaller financial institutions that would 

only operate within one state (for example the RACQ Insurance in Queensland) (Interview 

FSU 1 2013). 

 

It is with some justification that the FSU claimed that the restructure was aimed at increasing 

the democratic nature of the Union and the control exercised by rank and file members 

(Workplace Express 2007).  In an analysis of the restructure later in this chapter there will be 

a further consideration of the actual impact of the restructure on the democratic running of the 

Union.  The restructure saw a substantial reduction in the number of full time paid union 

officials (and a concomitant increase in the number of rank and file members) holding National 

Executive positions within the Union.  The same restructure also resulted in the removal of the 

duplicated state branch structures that were a hangover from the various pre-amalgamation 

unions, thereby giving effect to the economies of scale that was integral to justifying the 

amalgamation in the first instance.  However, the corollary to the development of a single, 

national structure is of course that power is consolidated.  The new positions that were created 

were so done in Australia’s two largest cities – Sydney and Melbourne.  It is also no 

coincidence that the new positions were also appointed, rather than elected, as the new Director 

positions came under the direction of the National Executive and required to focus their efforts 

towards matters of national importance. 

 

A number of tensions arise from the structure that was created by the new set of rules in 2005 

(Interview FSU 1 2012).  The autonomy of state branches has been significantly diminished as 

a result of the restructure.  In addition to the previously mentioned dictate concerning the 
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structure of state branches being consistent with the national organisation, the financial 

independence of the various branches was severely curtailed by the restructure (Interviews FSU 

3 2103; FSU 10 2013).  The state branches previously had control over their own budget and 

previously enjoyed considerable financial autonomy to allocate resources within the branch.  

A funding mechanism to state branches that was based on a formula was now replaced with a 

central decision-making process that determined where resources would be allocated 

throughout the Union on a national basis. 

 

The issue of authority and governance is also central to the restructure.  As with other unions, 

State Secretaries in the FSU have long held the ability to ‘hire and fire’ as the effective head 

of the Union within the branch (Interview FSU 1 2012).  The emergence of National Directors, 

who as the name suggests possess the authority to direct employees of the Union in the pursuit 

of campaigns and activities of national importance, has the potential to create a power struggle 

between the state-based elected Local Executive Secretary and the centrally-based and 

appointed National Director.  Whilst the FSU did not go so far as the CPSU in appointing rather 

than electing State Secretaries, it is accurate to suggest that the rule change did to some extent 

subordinate state branches to the national organisation.  It is this substantial rule change that so 

fundamentally changed the structure of the FSU. 

  



246 
John R Martin PhD Thesis December 2016 

An analysis of the restructure 
 

Most, if not all respondents, spoke in favour of the restructure.  The significance of the 

restructure to the FSU cannot be understated and at least one respondent considered that it 

provided for a “different union with a view of the future” (Interview FSU 3 2013).  Similarly 

the same respondent maintains that the FSU was motivated by a survival instinct that drove the 

restructure and without it the FSU would have struggled to survive (Interview FSU 3 2013).  

Survival is a common theme amongst respondents (and union activists generally) and it also 

follows that the timing of the restructure, closely following the Howard Government’s 

WorkChoices legislation, is no coincidence.  A rank and file member (Interview FSU 6 2013) 

recalls that they voted in favour of rule change that gave effect to the restructure for a range of 

cogent reasons.  “It was put to members that the FSU faced difficulties in the WorkChoices 

landscape, CBA  wouldn’t bargain, difficulty getting in to see members” (Interview FSU 6 

2013). 

 

A consensus amongst interview respondents was that the restructure was to give effect to the 

truly federal nature of the FSU thereby replicating the industry within which it organises 

employees.  In an administrative sense, the FSU had long operated as a federal union, in the 

sense that the federal office was the collector of fees and distributed finances: 

 

“The FSU operated as a true national union as opposed to what I would describe as a 

federation of state branches… fees were collected nationally and then distributed to branches 

on the basis of a formula that was 55 per cent National Office 45 per cent to branches clearly 

linked to actual numbers of members in branches…That national collection of fees was all 

done separately but the Commonwealth Bank Section determined the formula of how fees 
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collected from Commonwealth Bank members would be distributed throughout the union” 

(Interview FSU 2 2013). 

 

The restructure however took the federal nature of the Union one step further with the actual 

allocation of resources to specific campaigns rather than distributing the finances for the 

various branches to allocate as they saw fit.  This structural transformation represented a direct 

and quite deliberate shift in power to the national level (Interviews FSU1 2013; FSU 2; 2013; 

Carter 2013; FSU 10 2013).  The corollary to it being a shift of power to the federal level was 

that it was a deliberate attempt to arrest power from the state Branch Secretaries (Interviews 

FSU 3 2013; FSU 10 2103). 

 

This new structure also shifted power from the existing state structures to national structures 

based upon the employer in which various members of the FSU were employed in exactly the 

same way as the CPSU was restructured as is discussed in Chapter 5.  The resemblance to the 

CPSU is not a coincidence and the National Secretary of the FSU (at the time of writing this 

thesis) was able to confirm that the CPSU was one of the unions that the FSU considered when 

it looked for models to guide its own restructure (Interview Carter 2013). 

 

National employers who had long been regulated and bargained on national basis were almost 

exclusively coordinated nationally (Interview FSU 1 2013).  Further consolidation by merger 

and acquisitions exacerbated the central nature of the finance sector.  It therefore followed that 

the Union should be structured in such a way as to allow it to create a true national union as 

opposed to a federation of state branches and internal divisions along antiquated industry lines 

(Interviews FSU 2; 2013; Carter 2013; FSU 10 2013). 
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“a lot of the employers were large national employers… it  made sense that the big bargaining 

campaigns, which was how we usually interacted with the national employers, were 

coordinated nationally… that’s  not to say that branches were not involved ..but there was an 

understanding that it made sense to have a centralised coordination of the planning and then 

the roll out would be the responsibility of the branches within their own sphere.” (Interview 

FSU 2 2013) 

 

The shift from arbitration to enterprise bargaining in the Australian industrial relations system 

had brought with it an emphasis on campaigning on the part of unions generally and this was 

also the case for the FSU (Jerrard and Le Queux 2013:55).  The restructure of the FSU built 

upon this emphasis by establishing a focus on campaigns and bargaining coordinated on a 

national basis with local input (Interviews FSU 2; 2013; FSU 2013; FSU 7 2013; FSU 10 2013).  

Respondents emphasise that the restructure maintained local arrangements however tailored 

those arrangements to a national model of bargaining (Interviews FSU 1 2013; FSU 2; 2013; 

FSU 6 2013; FSU 10 2013). 

 

Axiomatically, if the new structure enabled the allocation of resources to national campaigns, 

one might consider that the previously-existing, state-based structure was problematic for the 

allocation of resources.  Respondents confirmed that the various state branches did not always 

follow national strategies (Interviews FSU1 2013; FSU 10 2013) and that one of the primary 

aims of the restructure was to make sure that national plans are followed through in accordance 

with a national bargaining and campaigning agenda (Interviews FSU 7 2013; FSU 10 2013). 

 

The restructure brought with it a range of other positive outcomes.  The restructure was said to 

remove a layer of bureaucracy and allowed an information flow to members on national lines 
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(Interviews FSU 1 2013; FSU 10 2013).  It provided for a shift from a more structured and less 

hierarchical approach “When I got to the FSU a person at a branch wasn’t allowed to talk to a 

National Industrial Officer” (Interview FSU 1 2013).  The restructure “has made the 

information flow better…much more structured (state officials would) rarely speak to national 

officials [they would be required to] channel up though Secretary or Assistant Secretary or 

Industrial Officer, [and the] bureaucracy involved with that it is very time consuming” 

(Interview FSU 1 2013).  Following the restructure the state “Secretary is not the conduit” any 

longer (Interview FSU 1 2013). 

 

The restructure also brought with it a clearer demarcation of the respective responsibilities of 

state branches and the federal office of the FSU.  Prior to the restructure it was always difficult 

to ascertain what was state and what was federal responsibility, as for rank and file members 

most of the contact with the FSU would be with state officials (Interview FSU 6 2013).  To 

some, the state branch structure seemed odd that work was replicated by the various states with 

respect to the same national employers (Interview FSU 6 2013).  Following the restructure, 

federal Office is seen as headquarters, for example it houses the Members Rights Centre 

(Interviews FSU 7 2013; FSU 8 2013).  It was also suggested by respondents that it was of no 

concern to rank and file members as to whether the communication is from the branch or federal 

office (Interview FSU 9 2013).  Moreover, “members don’t care whether it is a state or federal 

official they only care to see a face on the ground” (Interview FSU 6 2013).  This coordinated 

approach that the restructure promoted was also eloquently articulated by one respondent as 

follows: “is that not the purpose of a union - to create one vision?” (Interview FSU 8 2013).  

One can reasonably conclude that a coordinated approach between state branch and federal 

office is to be expected by rank and file members particularly if that coordinated approach 

enables greater input from members to the national level. 
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Many of the arguments for the amalgamation of unions are consistent with those for further 

restructure.  The unions that amalgamated to form the FSU did so, amongst other reasons, in 

order to provide for economies of scale in terms of their operation and to have more resources 

at the union’s disposal.  The continuation of a state based structure that was inconsistent with 

national bargaining structures also brought with it a lot of duplication (Interview FSU 6 2013).  

The restructure was also to have the very important purpose of “completing a transition to a 

unified structure nationally (FSU 2 2013)”. 

 

Total Amalgamation (not just in name) 

 

As figure 6.1 establishes, the technical amalgamation of the various elements of the FSU took 

effect from 1994.  Nonetheless, despite a technical amalgamation, like many Australian unions 

(Buchanan 2003) the FSU consisted of internal divisions that for most purposes had the 

appearance of separate unions.  The various divisions of the FSU still had separate budgets 

which did not give effect to economies of scale and the operation of the FSU following the 

1994 amalgamation has been described as ‘siloed’ (Buchanan 2003; Interviews FSU1 2013; 

FSU 2; 2013; FSU 3 2013; Schroder 2013; FSU 6 2013; FSU 01 2013). 

 

When discussing the various component unions of the FSU, it was noted ironically that the 

private sector banking union (the ABEU) had more in common with the private sector 

insurance union (the AIEU) than it did with the in-house union of the previously state-owned 

Commonwealth Bank (the CBOA).  After the 1994 amalgamation that separate division 

continued to exist despite the privatisation of that bank, thereby making it no different to any 

other private bank except for its history.  In fact, that history and senior management’s desire 
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to break from the past would provide circumstances where the Commonwealth Bank would be 

as, if not more, aggressively anti-union than any of the other major banks. 

 

The Commonwealth Bank section never fully integrated into the FSU, unlike the insurance and 

private sector banking sections of the union.  The FSU was centralised to some extent before 

the restructure but the CBA section was not part of that centralised focus (Interviews FSU1 

2013; FSU 2; 2013; FSU 3 2013; FSU 10 2013).  Effectively two national offices existed before 

the rule change; one for banking and insurance and one for the Commonwealth Bank 

(Interviews FSU 3 2013; FSU 7 2013 FSU 01 0213).  Members understood the need for the 

amalgamation and voted in favour of it in 1994, however that amalgamation did not fully take 

place (Interview FSU 7 2013).  Furthermore it made no sense for the CBA to be in a different 

division when CBA had become a hostile private employer and the FSU’s most prevalent 

membership losses were in the CBA section (Interviews FSU 6 2013; FSU 10 2013). 

 

The twelve intervening years of operating in silos had not proved effective for the FSU in 

combating the hostile attitude of the Commonwealth Bank.  Nonetheless the total 

amalgamation was slow to occur due to the opposition from former officials of the CBOA 

within the new organisation (Interview FSU 2 12103).  The Commonwealth Bank section rules 

on amalgamation entrenched the separateness of the section.  One Respondent in answering 

why the FSU rules provided for the continuation of a  separate Commonwealth Bank section, 

stated that “I think it was the only way that the CBA section would come in” (Interview FSU 2 

2013).  And further when responding to why Commonwealth Bank officials were not as 

enthusiastic “I think at some levels of their leadership probably a theoretical understanding 

that it made sense [to amalgamate, but there] was such a deep suspicion and deep animosity 

between the leadership” (Interview FSU 2 2013). 
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“the purpose of the changes designed to undertake a number of things… part of the process 

was about combining at a national level the remaining three sections of the Union – the 

Commonwealth Bank section [which existed nationally and in each state], the Reserve Bank 

section [which only existed nationally] with the banking and insurance sections” (Interview 

FSU 2 2013). 

 

“The restructure therefore allowed for “a sharing of resources from the CBA point of view…we 

were able to devote some resources to it than was previously there…the rate of decline did 

slow after the amalgamation” (Interview FSU 01 2013). 

 

The time that elapsed between the technical amalgamation that occurred in 1994 and the 

absolute synthesis of all of the internal divisions in 2006 can be well explained by the differing 

views that were held by principal actors within the FSU.  Given that one of the casualties of 

the restructure was the power held by State Secretaries of the Union, it is not surprising that in 

the early days of amalgamation, State Secretaries would not have permitted such a reform 

(Interview FSU 2 2013).  A reduction in the power of State Secretaries was seen as necessary 

to focus attention and resources towards national campaigns but it also provided an opportunity 

for greater power to be placed in the hands of the membership of the union. 

 

Towards (more) Democracy 

 

To democratise the FSU it was necessary to increase the level of member input into important 

decisions: 
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“Fundamental thing is that members should have proper control of their unions and that goes 

beyond an election” (Interview Schroder 2013). 

 

The leadership of the Union around the time of the restructure clearly had the motivation of 

improving the democratic running of the FSU as an organisation.  One such leader reflected on 

the historical position of the FSU as being paternalistic, and how the restructure was seen in 

terms of that history: 

“A fair bit of union history – is a bit paternal, a bit patronising and a bit condescending 

actually … you have to get yourself in the set of shoes of the people you are representing and 

say it is your show but I don’t think you can abdicate…”(Interview Schroder 2013) 

 

The point is well made that involving union members in the running of the Union does not 

equate to an abrogation of responsibilities of the union leadership.  The effective running of a 

union still requires leadership and guidance (Interview Carter 2013).  Practicalities of 

administration is such that the leadership of a union requires some level of mandate as decisions 

will need to be made in the best interests of the majority of members and not all members can 

be pleased all of the time (Interview FSU 10 2013).  The restructure however was an attempt 

to provide members with a more meaningful means by which their views are taken into account.  

The restructure improved “the structures for democratic running of the Union” (Interview FSU 

2 2013). 

 

The restructure was described as a genuine attempt to increase member involvement in and 

control of the operation of the Union (Interviews FSU 1 2013; FSU 6 2013).  A strategic 

decision had been made by the FSU to deliver a bottom up approach to unionism and have rank 
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and file delegates drive the union (Interview FSU 7 2013).  The restructure provided the 

opportunity to enable a more democratic structure within the FSU: 

 

“The restructuring of the Union was one of the things that was felt  necessary so we could get 

…democratising …it was a genuine attempt to try and turn the Union around and giving more 

members a say in the operation of the Union” (Interview FSU 1 2013). 

 

Existing state-based structures were seen to be antiquated and stifling rather than enabling 

member input into the running of the FSU at a national level.  The restructure gave effect to 

the intention of the FSU leadership to provide a greater emphasis on members as a priority 

(Interview FSU 6 2013).  Structures were seen as important to the objective of enabling greater 

member input and the restructure was intended to create the structure that allowed more people 

to get involved nationally (Interview FSU 1 2013).  The LECs gave greater effect to the 

democratic running of the FSU by both allowing direct input at the local level and in turn 

through to the national level by the replicated structures of NECs (Interviews FSU 6 2013; FSU 

7 2013).  National employers will dictate that member objectives are similar across state 

borders and it was noted that a member employed by Westpac in NSW has more in common 

with a member employed by Westpac in Western Australia74 than they do with employees of 

other institutions in their own state (Interview FSU 6 2013). 

 

To enable the democratic operation of the Union it was essential that structures were in place 

to enable a proper flow of information between the leadership and membership of the union.  

For democracy to flourish it is essential to “provide (members with) enough information” 

(Interview Schroder 2013).  Access to information is crucial and for a democratic viewpoint it 

                                                           
74 A continent apart, see the Map of Australia on page v 
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is unacceptable to withhold information from members (Interview FSU 1 2013).  According to 

one rank and file respondent it was established that the FSU was always willing to provide 

information (Interview FSU 6 2013).  The restructure also had the impact of improving this 

information flow with coordination on a national basis. 

 

As a numerical exercise, the restructure is held up by several respondents as a demonstration 

of improving democracy.  By abolishing a number of full time paid official positions and 

creating a number of significant, national positions for rank and file members, the restructure 

led to a smaller number of paid officials running the Union and more power to the membership 

(Interviews FSU 3 2013; Schroder 2013). 

 

The resemblance of the restructure of the FSU to that of the restructure undertaken by the CPSU 

has been noted.  Interviews with union leaders (Carter 2013; Schroder 2013) have determined 

the resemblance to be more than mere coincidence in that the CPSU model was considered by 

the decision makers in the FSU.  The FSU did however resist the appointment of the positions 

of state Branch Secretaries (Interview FSU 1 2013).  According to Schroder (2013) members 

of the Union “should be able to directly elect national elected officials and state elected 

officials” and appointment of State Secretary “is fundamentally wrong”. 

 

Method of Organising 

 

There is little doubt that the FSU has adopted the Organising Model as a means by which it 

seeks to address a declining union membership and density (Interviews FSU 6 2013; FSU 10 

2013).  The 2006 restructure may have been to give effect to the Organising Model as it 

continued to split the functions of organising and servicing (Interviews FSU 1 2013; FSU 3 
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2013; Carter 2013; Schroder 2013; FSU 6 2013; FSU 7 2013; FSU 8 2013).  It would be 

inaccurate, however, to suggest that the Organising Model was the sole motivation for the 

restructure, as the FSU had been adopting the Organising Model for many years, certainly well 

before the restructure (Interview FSU 10 2013). 

 

The adoption of the organising model by the FSU was quite a deliberate strategy and the FSU 

worked closely with the ACTU Organising Centre to bring about a precise adoption of the 

model (Interview Schroder 2013).  Consistent with the ACTU advice to restructure in such a 

way as to maximise organising and campaigning opportunities, the ACTU blueprint 

Unions@Work (ACTU 2001) was persuasive and much of it was adopted by the FSU in the 

2006 restructure (Interview Schroder 2013). 

 

As is predictable and expected (Cooper 2001:427), pockets of membership and officials felt 

more comfortable with a servicing model as opposed to the methods associated with an 

organising approach (Interview FSU 2 2013).  A number of respondents spoke of the tension 

that existed between the Victorian Branch and New South Wales Branch and in particular 

between officials from the Banking and Insurance Section of the Union and the Commonwealth 

Bank Section (Interviews FSU 3 2013; FSU 6 2103).  As has been discussed elsewhere, the 

on-going existence of a separate section for employees of the now privatised Commonwealth 

Bank defied logic, however the long history (and associated tendencies) of being an in-house 

Union died hard with the officials with a CBOA background (Interview FSU 2 2013).  In this 

regard it should be remembered that CBOA never had to argue for improvements to pay and 

conditions as a long-standing agreement between the CBOA and the Commonwealth Bank 

provided that any improvement won by the ABEU in the private sector automatically flowed 

on to employees of the Commonwealth Bank.  In addition to the historical differences, factional 
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differences between the Left-leaning Banking and Insurance Section and the traditionally Right 

wing CBOA might go some way to explaining the differing views on the merits (and potential 

dangers) of the Organising Model (Interview FSU 2 2013). 

 

A review of literature concerning the Organising Model (see for example Simms and Holgate 

2008) will set out a range of strategic decisions and policies to be adopted by unions seeking 

to promote an organising agenda.  Many of these organising strategies were adopted by the 

FSU and the 2006 reorganisation was in a large part to enable the FSU to allocate resources 

towards organising and campaigning at a national level.  The Union’s call centre (the Members 

Rights Centre) had been in Melbourne prior to the restructure to split the servicing function 

from the workloads of Organisers thereby enabling them to focus attention on recruitment and 

campaigning (Interviews FSU 1 2013; Schroder 2013; FSU 8 2013). 

 

“We separated what they would call in the old language “servicing” into a separate stream - 

it is our advocacy stream … so if an organiser who is out in a workplace and finds a problem 

with a member with an issue - they get referred into the advocacy stream so that organiser 

does not stop all the organising work just to be dealing with one member… when we are dealing 

on the advocacy side we always try to involve the rep in the workplace as part of the solution” 

(Interview Carter 2013). 

 

The FSU’s decline in industrial strength led to the adoption of other measures, such as 

shareholder activism and community alliances aimed at stopping branch closures (Interview 

FSU 2 2013).  According to at least one respondent, the political pressure from the community 

alliances aimed at stopping branch closures met with a level of success (Interview FSU 9 2013).  

The use of home visits was adopted when banks refused to bargain, however “it didn’t matter 
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how much membership support for bargaining the boss just said no and that was it” (Interview 

FSU 2 2013).  As is endorsed by many authors on the topic of the organising model (Burchielli 

and Bartram 2009:704; Voss and Sherman 2000:338), a significant proportion of budget (20 

per cent) was spent on new and emerging areas (Interview Schroder 2013), however this policy 

became a source of tension for the FSU in the unionised segment of the finance sector 

(Interview FSU 2 2013). 

 

Almost without exception the view held of the FSU was that of a democratic organisation.  As 

is dictated by the organising model, members are always involved in negotiations and this 

practice had been in place in the FSU for a considerable period of time (Interviews FSU 1 2013; 

FSU 3 2013; Carter 2013; FSU 6 2013; FSU 7 2013; FSU 8 2013).   

 

The emphasis on democracy that was so integral to the restructure is explained by the then 

National Secretary: 

 

“Members are involved in the critical decisions…their views whether it agrees or disagrees 

with the full time paid officials has the capacity to prevail. 

 

“Our [full time paid officials] opinion is valued “however at the end of the day when they 

[rank and file members] put their hand up the value of their votes is a hell of lot more than 

mine…and that is a good thing” (Interview Carter 2013). 

 

The assessment of the then General Secretary is corroborated by a range of rank and file 

respondents (Interviews FSU 6, FSU 7, FSU 8 and FSU 10) and is summarised by describing 

democracy as: 
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“Knowing that what you say is going to be taken into account and acted upon.  I have found 

the FSU to be pretty good in that regard - what you put in you get back.” 

 

“The democracy point - we run it more from local councils up into state councils and feeds 

back up into the national councils, so it [the restructure] has improved democracy” (Interview 

FSU 7 2013). 

 

Self-evidently any reversal in the membership trends within the finance sector would need to 

be driven from membership and to that end members were encouraged to be part of the solution 

and to be the representatives for the FSU (Interviews FSU 6 2013; FSU 7 2013).  Evidently, 

the FSU policy dictates that it is the role of members to recruit new members (Interviews Carter 

2013; FSU 6 2013; FSU 7 2013; FSU 8 2013), the FSU is: 

 

“Trying to get delegates to recruit and be more active - to be part of the mobilisation effort” 

(Interview FSU 7 2013). 

 

Most of the respondents were adherents to the Organising Model; however there was some 

concern as to the effectiveness of the way in which it was operationalised within the FSU.  

Consistent with much of the literature on the organising model, successful implementation is 

highly dependent on the people executing it (Griffin and Moors 2004:42; Conrow and Delp 

1999:43).  The FSU brought in a number of officials from other unions who, according to one 

respondent, struggled to understand the culture of the finance sector (Interview FSU 10 2013).  

The particular nature of the finance sector is well recognised and it is important for officials to 

look and feel professional so as to project a professional image to members and potential 
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members in the performance of their duties (Interview Schroder 2013).  There was and is still 

quite a conservative culture amongst FSU membership (Interviews FSU 9 2013; FSU 10 2013) 

and the approach adopted by some officials who had been trained in other industries may not 

have been well appreciated by FSU members: 

 

“Marching in the street was a thing from the 70s” (Interview FSU 10 2013) 

 

Finally with respect to the organising model, rank and file members saw the Local Enterprise 

Committees as an integral part of the organising process (Interviews FSU 6 2013; FSU 7 2013).  

In this regard the 2006 restructure must be seen as a success in providing appropriate structures 

for the development of an agenda for organising at a national level whilst allowing for input at 

a local level. 

 

Use of Technology 

 

Crucial to the theme of centralising functions within a union is the technology that would 

enable such a strategic decision on the part of a union.  The mere existence of a National 

Secretary in Melbourne and an Assistant National Secretary in Sydney can be seen as a 

democratic compromise or an alleviation of the tension between Australia’s two largest cities 

that would not be possible without the use of technology (Interview FSU 8 2013). It is also 

hardly surprising that a union interacting with employers so reliant on technology would adopt 

similar high-tech strategies and methods to engage with employees in the finance sector. 

 

The FSU has availed itself of the available technology for some time and early systems of fax 

streaming and teleconferencing were utilised to the advantage of the FSU and its members 
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(Interview Schroder 2013).  This early use of technology such as teleconferencing and 

videoconferencing improved the FSU’s capacity to quickly consult with its members 

(Interviews FSU 1 2013; FSU 7 2013).  The use of email proved to be even more effective than 

the fax machine and proved to be an excellent means of communicating with members 

(Interviews FSU 2 2013; FSU 6 2013; FSU 8 2013).  In particular the speed of response that 

email enables improves communication with members and in particular union delegates 

(Interview FSU 2 2013; Schroder 2013; FSU 6 2013; FSU 7 2013; FSU 8 2013; FSU 9 2013; 

FSU 10 2013).  Rank and file members identified the greater likelihood of a member 

participating by use of email (Interviews FSU 6 2013; FSU 7 2013) one of whom recently had 

gone through an election for her honorary position and found that email had better response 

than postal ballot, this respondent also had the same experience for a ballot on a collective 

agreement (Interview FSU 6 2013). 

 

In addition to the use of emails, the creation of a national call centre and the use of the internet 

were advanced as examples of the technology adopted by the FSU (Interview FSU 1 2013; 

FSU 2 2013; FSU 3 2013).  As previously discussed the national call centre structurally enables 

the separation of organising and servicing functions but is also serviceable for employees of 

national employers (Interviews FSU 2 2013).  Part-time employees and women with parental 

responsibilities are increasingly hard to bring together in the traditional means of section 

meetings in the CBD or regional centres and that is why technology is an effective and modern 

way of communicating with members who are restricted in time and their ability to travel 

(Interview FSU 1 2013).  Technology also enables a greater professionalism in interacting with 

members which, as we have seen, is vitally important to FSU members and employees in the 

finance sector (Interview FSU 1 2013).  An electronic newsletter is an example of such a 

professional means of communication with members (Interview FSU 8 2013).  One member 
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found Short Message Services (SMS) on mobile phones to be useful as it easily provides the 

reader with an understanding of the relevance of the message and can be quickly discarded if 

it is not relevant to that member (Interview FSU 9 2013). 

 

However technology is not without limitations.  The use of work email accounts by FSU 

members to conduct Union business confronts problems of employer hostility and surveillance 

which has been an ongoing Freedom of Association issue within the finance sector (Interview 

FSU 1 2013; FSU 8 2013).  In this context, the use of technology is most limited by restrictions 

placed on its use by the employer (Interviews FSU 8 2013; FSU 9 2013).  In the case of one 

respondent their employer had just introduced the business-styled social media Yammer and 

FSU activists started to use it to promote union stories, however the expectation is that the use 

of the employer’s social media by the FSU will not be allowed to continue for long (Interview 

FSU 8 2013).  Another respondent when asked if the FSU would be likely to be permitted use 

of the employer’s social media responded that if it is not about generating revenue, 

management are not interested (Interview FSU 9 2013). 

 

Nor does the use of technology replace an old fashioned face to face visit (Interviews FSU 6 

2013) and as one respondent pointed out that notwithstanding the contact with the union via 

technology, that FSU member still doesn’t know “a face to the union” (Interview FSU 9 2013).  

Technology is “not the be all and end all” (Interview FSU 6 2013).  One should not get too 

excited about the use of technology because everyone is doing it (Interview Carter 2013) and 

in that regard the FSU is faced with employers with staggering levels of resources and access 

to cutting edge technology.  A balanced view of the use of technology by the FSU is that 

technology is only a vehicle to execute a strategy not a strategy of its own (Interview FSU 3 

2013) and of itself only forms one part of a campaign (Interview FSU 6 2013). 
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Nonetheless technology can’t be ignored (Interview FSU 6 2013).  Many respondents identified 

a role for social media in the future (Interview FSU 3 2013; FSU 6 2013; FSU 7 2013).  One 

technophile commented that the FSU was slow start for this type of technology (social media) 

but FSU is getting better at it (Interview FSU 7 2013).  Alternatively the then General Secretary 

(Interview Carter 2013) rejected the notion that Facebook provides the answers for democracy 

as it does not increase a members say but rather is a forum for cowards to post abuse.  Similarly 

another respondent noted that one also needs to be on Facebook before the FSU Facebook page 

is of any use (Interview FSU 9 2013). 

 

Further, a more advanced membership system is being used by the FSU that is not just for 

financial purposes but also provides the FSU with high qualitative data about its membership 

(Interview Carter 2013).  Closely linked with the qualitative data about members is the use of 

application based organising software that was used in the 2012 Obama presidential campaign 

(FSU 10 2013).  Finally as regards the restructure and the use of technology, the point was 

made that realigning functions on a national basis has also had the effect of providing for 

consistent use of technology throughout the FSU (FSU 10 2013). 

 

Impact on Membership 

 

Demonstrably, the FSU was hit hard by vagaries within the finance sector and a concomitant 

change to the political, industrial and legislative landscape in the 1990s.  The impact was 

exacerbated by the fact that the FSU came from an artificially high base (close to 100 per cent 

in the case of the ABEU) up until the 1990s (Interview FSU 1 2013).  In addition the other 

large portions of the FSU membership had come from benevolent employers and belonged to 
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in-house staff associations like the AMP Staff Association and CBOA (Interview Schroder 

2013), organisations that were undoubtedly not well equipped to deal with the onslaught that 

confront the FSU by the changing landscape of the 1990s. 

 

Like technology, the restructure is in itself a means to an end.  That end is to return the FSU to 

a position of prominence within the finance sector so that some dehumanising effects of work 

intensification can be mitigated (Interview Carter 2013).  It is unlikely that anyone imagines 

that the restructure on its own is likely to be able to produce the gargantuan task of re-

organising the finance sector and exercising sufficient influence over employers in the finance 

sector to prevent the worst effects of a competitive environment on employees (Interview FSU 

1 2013; Interview FSU 2 2013).  The following discussion is the result of respondents being 

invited to speculate as to how the FSU might increase its membership and influence.  There is 

no shortage of issues for the FSU to organise around in particular job security, being able to 

restrict the finance sector engaging in offshoring and the associated mobility of capital 

(Interviews FSU 1 2013; FSU 2 2013): 

 

“and that’s a big ask – you’re asking Capital to stop doing what Capital does – that is going 

around the world chasing the lowest wages but that’s a fight that the FSU is fighting and needs 

to fight” (Interview FSU1 2013). 

The FSU has had some success in deterring offshoring however there is a high level of 

complacency amongst FSU members who are not currently affected (Interview FSU 8 2013; 

Interview FSU 10 2013). 

 

The culture of bullying and harassment that is said to have resulted from the sales culture in 

the finance sector is both an issue around which the FSU can organise and a hindrance to 
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recruitment (Interview FSU 6 2013).  For an employee to become a member of the FSU and 

an activist means that employee will become a target (Interview FSU 6 2013).  On top of this 

anti-union attitude adopted by finance sector management, the GFC has added to uncertainty 

and insecurity in employment (Interview FSU 2 2013). 

 

Membership in the branches has continued to be strong for FSU, however that type of 

employment has been decreasing relevance to the finance sector (Interview FSU 1 2013) with 

some insurers removing their branch structure altogether (Interview FSU 8 203).  It was 

suggested that the FSU was still focused on branches and there was a need to organise other 

forms of employment within the finance sector (FSU 2 2013).  The largest alternative to the 

branches are centralised sites that the FSU is yet to “crack” (Interview FSU 1 2013).  Access 

to employees is an issue for the FSU in these centralised sites (Interview FSU 1 2013).  The 

question is how the FSU is to gain access to the thousands of employees who are literally 

locked away (Interview Carter 2013).  In addition, there is a need to neutralise the employers’ 

attitude to unionism, as unionism is being undermined at the induction level (Interview FSU 1 

2013). 

 

Obviously, the allocation of resources to recruitment is essential with an emphasis for greater 

resources being deployed at a local level (Interview FSU 1 2013).  The restructure has been 

designed to allow for such an allocation of resources, but one presumes that there will never be 

quite enough resources for the task ahead.  An increase in fees structures to provide for a greater 

emphasis on recruitment has been attempted but as previously discussed has also provided a 

source of tension for the already unionised (Interview FSU 2 2013).  Being from the finance 

sector, the Executive runs a fairly “tight ship” (is risk averse) and accordingly a lack of 

resources might continue to be an issue into the future (Interview FSU 10 2013). 
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One further suggestion came from a respondent who believed that some compulsion to join the 

Union was necessary to overcome the issue of freeloaders who are safe in the knowledge that 

they will obtain the same conditions as union members who are contributing to the obtaining 

of those benefits (Interview FSU 8 2013).  This respondent related a personal experience with 

member-only pay increases in another industry and suggested this as means by which 

freeloading, apparently prevalent within that respondent’s industry, could be overcome. 

 

Finally the restructure itself reflects the understanding that the salvation of the FSU will be 

required to come from the rank and file membership.  Rank and file members identified that 

the restructure created an emphasis on the importance of the recruitment of new members 

(Interview FSU 6 2013; FSU 7 2013).  Union leadership can only do so much and there is a 

need for an education of potential members as to what can be done when workers combine 

their efforts (Interview FSU 7 2013).  The restructure and the road to recovery for the FSU is 

a “slow boil in terms of what delegates do and their buy-in - it will be a long road were 

changing slowly – it’s whether we can survive long enough to see that change” (FSU 7 2013). 
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Conclusion 
 

This chapter describes a history of the FSU and its predecessors within the industries (or sector) 

within which those unions have operated.  The account of the FSU is typical in a number of 

ways.  The creation of unions was fostered by an arbitration system and the FSU operated 

within that system and adapted to its various evolutionary changes.  Shocks to product market 

caused by deregulation and the wider forces of globalisation and their injurious impacts on 

union membership are not an uncommon story. 

 

The history of the FSU differs from other Australians unions, in that the employers of its 

members and potential members are in fact the drivers of globalisation and not the victims 

(such as might be case in manufacturing).  Where other unions have been faced with a declining 

membership base, the FSU’s sphere of interest is growing but a range of factors, not least of 

which is the attitude adopted by the immensely powerful, employing financial institutions, is 

locking the FSU out of access to the employees in the finance sector. 

 

Much of the discussion around the FSU is talk of survival.  The FSU did come from an 

artificially high base that some would argue results from the arbitration system that amongst 

other things evened-out the power relationship between employers, employees and their 

respective representatives.  It is also beyond doubt that the artificially high base was also 

resultant from a closed shop arrangement that was in place for the best part of two decades 

towards the end of the 20th century.  In addition a large portion of the membership of the FSU 

had previously belonged to in-house unions that had intimate relationships with employers who 

operated within a highly-regulated product market.  None of these historical factors placed the 

FSU in a strong position to deal with the onslaught that eventually took place a result of a 
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combination of changes to product and labour markets within the context of the dramatically 

different political, industrial and legislative environments. 

 

It is within that context of survival that the restructure took place in 2006.  The Howard 

Government had just passed the WorkChoices legislation and, as previously stated, the FSU 

was pitted against a Goliath of an industry now armed with the most severe anti-Union 

legislation in Australia’s history since federation.  It was a time to act and the FSU did act.  The 

FSU had gone through a process of amalgamation to buttress against the inevitable industrial 

changes that occurred through the 1990s by the deregulation of product and labour markets and 

the forces of globalisation.  This buttress was not fully effective however, with separate 

sections continuing within the FSU that had more to do with factional alignment than with the 

industry in which they operated.  The restructure gave full conclusion to the amalgamation 

process and, unlike some amalgamations of Australian unions, changes to the employing 

institutions in the finance sector dictated that the amalgamation was logical and rational. 

 

Similarly, the FSU adopted the Organising Model as a means of operating and surviving in a 

hostile environment.  Integral to the proper operation of the Organising Model is the democratic 

operation of the Union.  The FSU leadership recognise the need for the union to be driven from 

the rank and file union delegates and fashioned the restructure accordingly.  There is little doubt 

that the FSU operates as democratically as possible and the restructure has given effect to a 

further process of democratisation by maximising rank and file control of their FSU. 

 

Neither the process of amalgamation nor the adoption of the Organising Model have proven to 

be halt the decline in union membership for the FSU (or other unions suffering such a decline).  

Likewise, it would appear that the restructure has not as yet turned around the decline 
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membership it is unlikely that anyone realistically expected that it would.  A continued decline 

in membership is evident in Table 6.2.  The restructure however represents the continual effort 

of the FSU leadership to ensure that the union exists into the future. 

. 
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Chapter 7 

National Union of Workers 

(NUW) 
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Introduction 
 

This Chapter is concerned with a restructure that occurred within the National Union of 

Workers (NUW) in 2009.  The restructure had the effect of abolishing a number of state 

branches, excluding those state branches in the two most populous states of New South Wales 

and Victoria, and replacing those state branches with a centrally located General Branch. 

 

The primary research question in this thesis is what gave rise to the centralisation of functions 

within three Australian unions.  The NUW, as will be noted, differs markedly from the CPSU 

and FSU particularly concerning its industry coverage, history of regulation and the way in 

which the restructure took place.  As with the other case study chapters, this chapter follows a 

structure that is consistent with the secondary research questions (see figure 1.1 on page 3).  

The differences associated with the NUW are significant.  The more recent change to industrial 

regulation in industries covered by the NUW, with the referral of powers from states to the 

Commonwealth following the 2005 use of the Corporations Power, means that this union has 

less history within the federal jurisdiction. 

 

The abolition of a branch of a union is both significant and contentious in the milieu of recent 

Australian industrial relations.  Amongst other things, the various state branches that were 

abolished in the restructure were previously run by full time officials who were directly elected 

by rank and file members of the NUW.  The abolition of an elected position provides the 

potential for criticism by union members, as it is the removal of a democratic process and 

positon within the union.  This chapter will test this proposition by way of interviews with 10 

interviewees associated with the NUW.  The methods adopted by the NUW in arriving at the 

restructure differ greatly from that of the other two unions covered by this thesis. 
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To provide a background to the restructure, the chapter commences with an examination of the 

unions that were involved in the amalgamation that resulted in what is now known as the NUW.  

The discussion concerning the various unions that amalgamated includes reference to the 

declining membership experienced by the NUW following, but not necessarily because of, the 

amalgamation process. 

 

Following the discussion on the amalgamation process is an analysis of the industries within 

which the NUW now operates on a national basis.  Those industries provide a number of similar 

challenges for the largely semi-skilled blue collar membership of the NUW.  Job insecurity, 

work intensification and attacks on existing conditions of employment appear to be a feature 

of most, if not all, of the industries that the NUW covers.  Some industries covered by the NUW 

are suffering a sustained contraction whilst others, such as logistics, are actually growing 

(NUW 6 2014). 

 

The NUW has a reputation that precedes it, and is known as a union that will “put up a fight”.  

The NUW is also known to engage in various industrial and legal strategies, including various 

renewal strategies that are discussed in the chapter.  There is a perception amongst some 

officials and members that, prior to the restructure, the “fight” in the NUW might have been 

missing in some of its smaller branches because of a lack of resources (NUW 10 2014) and/or 

a failure of local leadership to pursue membership and bargaining in emerging workplaces 

(NUW 6 2014).  In literature concerning union renewal, a common problem with existing union 

practices is the concentration on servicing existing membership rather organising new 

industries and work sites (Griffin and Moors 2004:42; Pocock 1998:20). 
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This extensive background provides explanation as to the drivers and barriers to the restructure.  

As opposed to the similar, but not identical, restructures that occurred in the CPSU and FSU, 

the NUW restructure was the subject of substantial internal litigation.  It is necessary to explain 

that litigation at length as the claims and counter-claims of the litigants was complex and 

protracted. 
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NUW Amalgamations 
 

Like most Australian unions, the NUW is the product of amalgamation; however, the process 

of amalgamation did not exactly go according to plan.  As we have observed elsewhere, the 

process of amalgamation that was orchestrated by the ACTU sought to rationalise union 

coverage along industry lines.  In the initial plan for the amalgamation process was that the 

Federated Storeman and Packers Union (FSPU), was intended to amalgamate with the 

Transport Workers Union (TWU).  Early discussions between officials of the two unions did 

not auger well for the amalgamation process when one official had their finger bitten off during 

a brawl.  The suggested amalgamation was also the subject of a vote no campaign that promoted 

the idea that truck drivers would be required to work in stores if the amalgamation with the 

FSPU proceeded.  The campaign also provided the election platform for at least one TWU state 

secretary to return to the position after previously losing an election.  Figure 7.1 sets out the 

unions that amalgamated to form the NUW: 

  



275 
John R Martin PhD Thesis December 2016 

Figure 7.1  

 
 

The FSPU was the host union for the amalgamation process.  Initially registered in 1912, the 

FSPU covered semi-skilled, blue collar employees in the logistics industry.  The decentralised 

nature of Australia meant that both transport and storage were of strategic importance to the 

economy.  The FSPU also covered a range of manufacturing industries but coverage from state 
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to state was not always consistent.  Surprisingly little has been written about the FSPU 

considering its strategic importance, as well as the luminary union officials it has produced.  

For example Simon Crean who was an official of the FSPU went on to be President of the 

ACTU during its influential period as Accord partner with the Hawke Government (Rimmer 

2004:303).  Crean entered Parliament during the Accord era and later went on to become leader 

of the Australian Labor Party in opposition.  Another FSPU official was Bill Kelty who was 

Secretary of the ACTU throughout the Accord period and is also credited with championing 

the introduction of enterprise bargaining into the Australian industrial relations system (Bray 

et al 2005:287; Dabscheck 1995:80; Jerrard and Le Quexe 2013:53; Townsend et al 2013:104).  

In later years Greg Sword oversaw the amalgamation process of the NUW after co-authoring 

Australia Reconstructed, the Accord era blueprint for Australian economic reform.  Sword, 

Crean and Kelty are all representative of a university educated cache of union officials that 

dominated the ACTU and ALP during the Accord era.  In particular they represent the 

influential Labor Unity faction that dominated the ALP during the Accord era. 

 

The first union to amalgamate with the FSPU in 1988 was the Federated Rubber and Allied 

Workers Union (FRWU).  Being initially registered in 1916, the FRWU developed as a result 

of the growing importance of rubber to the economy.  In particular the significance of tyres to 

road travel made this area of employment an integral part of the vehicle manufacturing process. 

 

As the amalgamation process continued within the ACTU master plan, the National Union of 

Storeworkers, Packers, Rubber and Allied Workers, as it was known following the first 

amalgamation, found two further amalgamation partners in the United Sales Representatives 

& Commercial Travellers Guild of Australia and the Commonwealth Foremens Association of 

Australia.  Thankfully, for anyone required to keyboard the name, or enter a court appearance 
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on behalf of the union, the amalgamated union took the truncated title of National Union of 

Workers in 1991.  Commercial Traveller is the quaint job title describing the representatives 

of manufacturers who ensured that stock was provided to retailers, and relationships maintained 

with those retailers.  Commercial Travellers provide a vital link between the wholesale and 

retail trades and as a result there was some coincidence of employment with the traditional 

warehouse employees.  Potentially having the same employer is, however, about the only 

similarity between Commercial Travellers and Storeworkers, with the former not being 

traditionally considered as union members but more as part of management.  The existence of 

the Commonwealth Foremens Association of Australia is reflective of the stratified nature of 

Commonwealth employment where differing levels (or divisions) of employment had different 

unions. 

 

The Federated Millers & Manufacturing Grocers Employees Association of Australasia along 

with the Federated Cold Storage & Meat Preserving Union of Australasia joined with the NUW 

in 1992.  The Federated Millers & Manufacturing Grocers Employees Association of 

Australasia had also been the product of the amalgamation of Federated Millers & Mill 

Employees Association of Australasia (registered 1911) and Manufacturing Grocers 

Employees Federation of Australia (registered in 1914).  Initially the Manufacturing Grocers 

Employees Federation of Australia was registered as the Federated Candle, Soap, Soda & 

Starch Employees' Union of Australia.  The longer title demonstrates the variety of non-edible 

groceries manufacture that union covered.  The Federated Millers & Mill Employees 

Association of Australasia covered employees engaged in the milling of grain.  The milling of 

grain is an integral part of the food production process.  Flour milling was often the subject of 

vertical integration within the same companies that owned bakeries owning the milling process.  

The Federated Cold Storage & Meat Preserving Union of Australasia covered employees in 
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refrigeration, ice production, dairy products, preserved meat, fish, game and poultry in the 

states of Victoria, Tasmania and South Australia.  As is discussed elsewhere, these are 

industries that are covered by other unions such as the Australasian Meat Industry Employees 

Union (AMIEU) and the Australian Workers Union (AWU) in the states of New South Wales 

and Queensland.  Amalgamation with the Federated Millers & Manufacturing Grocers 

Employees Association of Australasia and the Federated Cold Storage & Meat Preserving 

Union of Australasia provided the NUW with a broader manufacturing base to supplement that 

which had always been covered by the FSPU. 

 

The amalgamation process was undertaken in response to an environment in which union 

membership commenced a rapid decline.  The Table 7.1 tracks the membership of the NUW 

since the first return to the Registrar following its creation in 1988.  Remarkably stable 

membership preceded the initial 17.2 per cent (or almost 15,000 member) increase in 

membership that can be attributed to the final round of amalgamations with the Federated 

Millers & Manufacturing Grocers Employees Association of Australasia along with the 

Federated Cold Storage & Meat Preserving Union of Australasia.  Seventeen years after the 

amalgamation the membership of the NUW now roughly stands at three quarters of its earlier 

total.  It is apparent therefore that something needed to be done in relation to gradual if erratic 

decline in membership. 
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Table 7.1 NUW National Membership  

 

 

 

Source various returns to Fair Work Commission *1994 high point of NUW membership 

 

The result of the process of amalgamation described above is a large semi-skilled, blue collar 

union primarily based in the industrially concentrated state of Victoria.  The broad range of 

industries covered by the NUW distinguishes it from the other unions that are the subject of 

this thesis, and explains why this union has been the subject of a number of demarcation 

disputes with other unions.  It could not be said that universal industry coverage has been 

To date Year Total membership % change 

As at 30 June 1989 90,600 n/a 

As at 30 June 1990 Not provided - 

As at 30 June 1991 87,000 -9.9 

As at 30 June 1992 87,000 - 

As at 30 June 1993 87,000 - 

As at 30 June 1994 101,950* 17.2 

As at 30 June 1995 100,900 -1.0 

As at 30 June 1996 100,900 - 

As at 30 June 1997 98,000 -2.9 

As at 30 June 1998 95,500 -2.6 

As at 30 June 1999 93,000 -2.6 

As at 30 June 2000 95,500 2.7 

As at 30 June 2001 90,000 -5.8 

As at 30 June 2002 95,500 6.1 

As at 30 June 2003 90,000 -5.8 

As at 30 June 2004 87,350 -2.9 

As at 30 June 2005 89,350 2.3 

As at 30 June 2006 89,050 -0.3 

As at 30 June 2007 89,050 - 

As at 30 June 2008 89,125 0.1 

As at 30 June 2009 88,015 -1.2 

As at 30 June 2010 81,854 -6.9 

As at 30 June 2011 77,761 -5.0 

As at 30 June 2012 71,761 -7.7 

As at 30 June 2013 71,562 -0.3 

As at 30 June 2014 71,251 -0.4 

As at 30 June 2015 71,010 -0.3 

Total 1994* to 2015   -30.3 
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achieved by the NUW, unlike say the FSU that has almost exclusive industrial coverage within 

the finance sector.  Rather, the miscellany of industries covered by the NUW makes for a 

diverse group of employees as members who may not share the solidarity experienced by an 

occupationally-based union.  
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NUW Coverage of Economic Areas 
 

A search of the NUW website illustrates a range of national industries that the union sees as 

defining their diverse coverage.  Those industries are listed in the Table 7.2: 

 

Table 7.2 

List of NUW National Industries 

 

 Defence Logistics 

 Food Manufacturing 

 General Manufacturing 

 Cold Storage 

 Pharmaceutical 

 Poultry 

 Warehousing and Distribution 

 Market Research and Call Centre 

 Sales, Marketing and Merchandising 

 Dairy and Cheese Making 

 Oil 

 Food Services 

(Source NUW website) 

 

These national industries are unsurprisingly consistent with the various unions that 

amalgamated to create the NUW.  The Federated Storeman and Packers Union was the host 

union for the amalgamation process, and was as the name suggests the primary union involved 
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with warehousing and distribution, but also had significant coverage in manufacturing and 

other secondary industries such as Oil refining. 

 

The coverage brought by various other guest unions that came to form the NUW can be seen 

in the various industries listed above.  Federated Rubber and Allied Workers Union and the 

Federated Millers and Manufacturing Grocers Union provided the NUW further coverage 

within manufacturing.  The Federated Cold Storage and Meat Preserving Employees' Union 

provided coverage for the NUW in cold storage and poultry.  The United Sales Representatives 

and Commercial Travellers Guild provided NUW the coverage of the difficult to organise 

industries of Market Research and Call Centres and Sales, Marketing and Merchandising.  The 

Commonwealth Foremen's Association coupled with the traditional Federated Storeman and 

Packers Union coverage within the Commonwealth Government now provides the coverage of 

the subsequently out-sourced industry of defence logistics. 

 

Union coverage within manufacturing industries in Australia is quite varied.  The 

amalgamation process of the late 1980s and early 1990s was intended to, and most certainly 

did, provide for a more rational and systematic approach to union coverage of industries 

throughout Australia.  Nonetheless, perhaps as a result of the reluctance of any union to 

relinquish coverage in the manufacturing sector75, there remain a plethora of unions with 

manufacturing coverage.  Unions such as the Australian Manufacturing Workers Union; 

Australian Workers Union; Australasian Meat Industry Employees Union; Construction, 

Forestry, Mining and Energy Union; Textile Clothing and Footwear Union of Australia and 

United Voice all maintain coverage of production employees within industry segments of the 

                                                           
75 Manufacturing has historically provided relatively fertile ground for unions to organise and recruit members 

within Australia.  For this reason it could be reasonably presumed that coverage within manufacturing industries 

was advantageous to unions and not an area of coverage that would be likely to be ceded to another union 

voluntarily.  
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manufacturing sector.  In addition, union coverage of the various manufacturing industries has 

traditionally varied from state to state.  On-going union coverage largely represents historical 

coverage of industry sectors in specific jurisdictions and with some notable and relevant 

exceptions has remained within the coverage of the unions with long-standing coverage. 

 

The restructure of the NUW and its impact on the union’s Queensland Branch is of significant 

interest in this research.  The amalgamation process did not provide the NUW with universal, 

national coverage within all of the industries mentioned in table 7.3.  This historical coverage 

is of particular relevance to Queensland where, because of its extraordinarily broad eligibility 

for membership and preference in employment conferred from state awards, the Australian 

Workers Union had coverage of a range of industries listed in table 7.3 throughout Queensland 

and particularly in the geographic area outside South-East Queensland (Interview Keys 2014; 

NUW 10 2014).  This unique situation in Queensland would mean that the NUW would be far 

less able to take advantage of the extended coverage that the amalgamation process provided 

the NUW in other jurisdictions, particularly in the head office state of Victoria (NUW 3 2014).  

Whilst the NUW was the main production union for all of the industries in Victoria the 

Queensland jurisdiction directed coverage to the Australian Workers Union in industries such 

as rubber and plastic extrusion, dairy products and cold storage.  Moreover the AWU had 

coverage of almost all of the industries listed in table 7.2 for the geographic area outside South-

East Queensland. 

 

As we will see in relation to a discussion with respect to the dairy industry, one of the potential 

consequences of WorkChoices and the demise of state industrial tribunals in the private sector 

is the gradual move to union coverage of an industry on a national basis rather than on a state 

by state basis (NUW 10 2014).  Germane to the central theme of centralisation are the collapse 
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of coverage by state-based unions and the replacement of coverage within the framework of 

the national union’s coverage.  The dairy industry in Queensland provides an example of such 

a transition where the long-standing coverage of the dairy industry by the AWU has been at 

least challenged if not supplanted by the NUW. 

 

The FSPU and in turn the NUW had coverage of employees within a number of strategically 

important industries.  Industries such as oil refining and airlines provided the NUW with 

coverage in industries that have traditionally been site of important of industrial campaigns, 

and as a consequence, conditions of employment. 

 

Unlike the other two unions that are the subject of this thesis, the NUW coverage is not discrete 

or as well defined as the coverage of some other unions.  Incomplete industry coverage is a 

single distinguishing factor from the CPSU which has primary coverage of professional and 

administrative employees within the Australian Public Service, and the FSU which with few 

exceptions, covers all of the employees within the finance sector in all Australian jurisdictions.  

In almost all of the industries listed above, the NUW would not be the only union with 

significant coverage, and historical coverage would vary markedly from one Australian state 

or territory to the other. 

 

This inconsistent and/or incomplete national coverage lends itself to considerably greater 

likelihood of demarcation disputes with other unions (Interview Belan 2014).  In an age of 

enterprise bargaining, shared coverage also lends itself to allegations of employers favouring 

one union over another and disputes as to the appropriate coverage of collective agreements. 
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The coverage of the NUW is also almost exclusively in semi-skilled occupations.  In the 

traditional warehousing and distribution coverage of the FSPU, store personnel have played a 

crucial role.  Entry to such positions has not been associated with any registration, mandatory 

educational standards or other regulatory or economic barriers.  Likewise NUW coverage in 

the manufacturing sector has largely been of production employees whose skill level (and as a 

result rate of pay) has been considered below that of the trade level.  The semi-skilled nature 

of the employees within NUW coverage has made them vulnerable to low rates of pay, poor 

employment security and replacement and redundancy as result of technological change.  In 

competitive industries such as logistics, labour costs are an obvious means by which price can 

be reduced and/or profit margins can be increased.  It is also of note that since the outsourcing 

of defence logistics, the NUW coverage is entirely within the private sector. 

 

The following sections are devoted to a brief examination of industrial relations within the 

industries listed in Table 7.2.  These sections provide background to circumstances facing the 

NUW in a range of industries.  This background, in turn, provides context in which the 

restructure of the NUW can be understood.  For the purposes of this Chapter the specific 

industries in which the NUW has coverage are grouped into three major sectors: Warehousing 

and Logistics, Manufacturing and Other Activities. 

 

Warehousing and Logistics 

 

The traditional area of coverage for the Federated Storeman and Packers Union was that of 

warehousing (Interview NUW 10 2014).  The FSPU developed a reputation as a militant union 

holding coverage of some strategic positions within industry (Interview Keys 2014).  Workers 

within warehousing have generally been associated with semi-skilled work paid below the level 
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of tradesman, but with the aggressive tactics that the FSPU and later NUW have adopted, 

relatively good rates of pay have been achieved in heavily unionised sites (Interview Belan 

2014). 

 

The strategic importance of warehouses to the retail industry has provided the economic 

capacity for the NUW and its members to be able to negotiate good terms and conditions for 

those employees who are NUW members (Interview Belan 2014).  Disputation is quite normal 

in this industry with the NUW and its members willing to take significant industrial action in 

order to obtain their goals.  Economic incentives, such as reduced labour costs and the 

convenience of logistics contractors, such as Toll, provide an additional complexity in the 

process of bargaining for the NUW in warehousing.  Under such an outsourced arrangement, 

the NUW not only has to negotiate with the principal retailer, who is obviously vulnerable to 

direct industrial action, but also with the logistics provider who may not be as vulnerable or 

more able to avoid the NUW enrolling its employees. 

 

Closely associated with the NUW’s coverage of warehousing is its coverage of the now 

outsourced defence logistics industry throughout Australia.  Successive Commonwealth 

Governments have sought to address budgetary pressures by out-sourcing certain functions to 

the private sector.  Defence has been one of those Commonwealth responsibilities where 

governments have pursued a cost-savings agenda by engaging a ready-made contracting 

industry that was developed overseas.  The contracting of functions that might have been 

performed by the civilian workforce of the Department of Defence has supposedly enabled a 

reduction in costs to the taxpayer (NUW 9 2014).  

 



287 
John R Martin PhD Thesis December 2016 

As the defence contracting industry developed in countries other than Australia, it is no surprise 

that firstly a number of the major contractors are multi-nationals and secondly that they have 

brought with them differing attitudes to industrial relations.  These differing attitudes includes 

an aggressive and negative attitude to unions and union membership and a focus on reducing 

costs, including labour costs, in order to remain competitive.  Consequently, enterprise 

bargaining remains problematic as contractors will not want to place themselves in an 

uncompetitive position.  An aggressive style of industrial relations was visited upon NUW 

members by defence contractors Tenix and Serco.  Serco is British multi-national defence 

contractor that pioneered the industry in Australia.  Since 1993, Serco claim to “have supported 

Defence throughout Australia, offering tailored, innovative on-site solutions (SSDS 2014) 

(http://www.ssds.com.au/)”.   

 

A slightly different approach appears to be adopted by Thales (pronounced Ta –les).  Thales is 

a French multi-national that also operates within the defence contracting industry.  Thales 

acquired the ADI Limited when it obtained the 50 per cent ownership of ADI that had been 

held by Transfield Holdings in 2006.  Whilst operating in a competitive environment, the Fair 

Work Act and a Labor Government at a national level may have provided Thales with the 

motivation to enter into a partnership agreement with several unions including the NUW in 

2009.  This cooperative approach initially distinguishes Thales from the more aggressive 

Anglo-American counterparts to some extent; however the competitive pressure of such a cost-

driven industry eventually led to more traditional and confrontational industrial relations 

between the NUW and Thales. 

 

The NUW secured coverage of employees in the cold storage industry by virtue of 

amalgamation with the Federated Cold Storage and Meat Preserving Employees' Union.  

http://www.ssds.com.au/)
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Having regard to Australian geography, cold storage is of significant economic importance, 

with large distances and often high temperatures requiring careful handling of perishable 

goods.  Similarly by its very nature, the cold storage industry is not vulnerable to offshoring as 

would be the case in the manufacturing sector.  Such economic importance coupled with the 

robust nature of the industry with a history of severe working conditions, and its geographic 

proximity to other industrial hotspots such as the waterfront, has made cold storage an industry 

that has been heavily unionised over the years.  High levels of unionisation and the strategic 

importance of the industry have combined to provide for relatively high rates of pay and 

conditions of employment  

 

Manufacturing 

 

The inconsistent union coverage within the manufacturing sector has caused a long history of 

demarcation disputes within Australia.  Manufacturing generally will provide a far greater 

capacity for a union to organise than most of the service sector industries (Interview Keys 

2014), as is evidenced by the coincidence of declining union membership and the decline of 

employment in manufacturing and growth of employment in the service sector.  This beneficial 

environment for organising has meant unions are unlikely to cede coverage in the 

manufacturing sector. 

 

The less than rational union coverage within the food manufacturing industry has also 

contributed to some of the consequences of the transfer of industrial relations within the 

corporate sector by the WorkChoices legislation (Interview NUW10 2014).  The 

unprecedented use of the Corporations Power in the Australian Constitution by the Howard 

Government to gain control of industrial relations of incorporated employers and their 
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employees had profound, far-reaching and quite possibly unintended consequences (Craven 

2006:208).  One such consequence, whether it be intended or not, was the breaking down of 

traditional coverage granted to certain unions by virtue of the award coverage, eligibility rule 

and respective history within a state jurisdiction (Interviews Keys 2014; NUW 10 2014).  As a 

result of the entire private sector industrial relations being moved to the federal jurisdiction, 

the history and influence of particular unions within a state jurisdiction would become less 

relevant or perhaps even irrelevant to determining union coverage.  In addition to this 

centralisation of the industrial jurisdiction, industrial instruments have long been unable to 

grant preference of employment to members of a particular union, and union coverage of a 

workplace or occupation is now determined solely by the eligibility rule of that union. 

 

Manufacturing, as has been noted above, has also been the subject of a consistent and 

substantial decline in economic activity and employment levels.  With an ever decreasing 

manufacturing sector there have been at least two substantial outcomes for unions.  Firstly 

competition for coverage in the manufacturing sector will increase for the reasons of relative 

ease of organising within this sector.  Secondly job security or alternatively substantial 

redundancy packages will become fundamentally important for the workers covered by unions 

in industries threatened with loss of employment. 

 

Taking the latter point of job security, the vulnerable nature of the semi-skilled employees 

within the labour market has had the greatest impact in areas such as that covered by the NUW 

and its predecessor unions.  Whether by virtue of technological change or replacement of 

domestic product with imports, the precarious position of production workers has long been a 

source of concern to the NUW and its members.  The loss of employment in the traditional 

plant manufacturing has led to a growth in employment in other more versatile areas. 
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The changing nature of food production within Australia can be illustrated by comparing the 

recently established One Harvest with the long-standing and once enormous cannery Golden 

Circle.  Perhaps simultaneous with the loss of the production lines from the Golden Circle 

cannery was the growth of the products that might be described as fresher and “manufactured 

exclusively for …customers to their discerning specifications” (One Harvest website).  The 

NUW has kept pace with the changing nature of the food manufacturing sector by organising 

the employees at One Harvest in a more challenging environment than the closed shop 

guaranteed at Golden Circle from its creation in 1947. 

 

The changing nature of food production provides yet another challenge to the NUW in one of 

its traditional areas of coverage.  As large scale production shifts offshore, the more flexible 

and smaller scale manufacturing fills the void for employment within the sector.  The challenge 

is managing the shift away from enforcing and maintaining existing conditions, to attempting 

to establish such conditions in new areas of employment.  This transformation to the industrial 

environment, however, is consistent with the adoption of an organising approach and further 

justifies the restructure undertaken by the NUW. 

 

Similar to the predicament of food manufacturing in Australia the broader manufacturing 

industry has been the subject of ongoing contraction over recent decades.  Perhaps even more 

acute than food manufacturing, general manufacturing is potentially more vulnerable because 

of factors such as longer shelf life and less customer loyalty to brand names.  Like food 

manufacturing, several unions would lay claim to the production of plastics within Australia 

and the NUW is one such union.   
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The NUW is also the principal union in Australia covering pharmaceutical manufacturing in 

Australia.  Similar to food and general manufacturing the pharmaceutical industry is sensitive 

to international competition.  Notwithstanding the competitive pressures, industrial action is 

not uncommon during bargaining periods within the pharmaceutical industry.   

 

The NUW also covers the poultry industry in the head office state of Victoria.  Robust industrial 

relations are also a feature of the poultry industry with protracted industrial disputation arising 

over enterprise bargaining.  Employment security and workplace health and safety feature 

amongst the issues facing employees within the poultry industry, making it somewhat similar 

to a number of other NUW industries.  The use of safety inspections from Government agencies 

was combined with a strategy of incorporating health and safety as a bargaining issue and 

organising opportunity when NUW delegates in the poultry industry met to discuss those 

matters that faced workers within the industry.  “Delegates talked about the link between poor 

safety standards and recent serious injuries. All agreed that nothing will change unless they 

work together for a safer industry” (NUW website).  

 

As with a range of industries connected with the food industry, the NUW also does not have 

universal coverage of the poultry industry.  The decentralised nature of the industry would 

appear to allow a continuation of union coverage upon state lines with unions such as the 

AMIEU and AWU covering poultry processing and harvesting in other jurisdictions.  As 

discussed previously in relation to the plethora of unions with coverage in the various 

manufacturing industries, the dairy industry (manufacture of dairy products such as milk and 

ice cream) was traditionally covered by the NUW in Victoria (NUW website), the Australasian 

Meat Industry Employees Union in New South Wales (Interview Belan 2014) and the 

Australian Workers Union in Queensland (Interview Keys 2014).  Given that the dairy industry 
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historically consisted of farmers’ cooperatives based on geographic areas, the jurisdictional-

specific union coverage would not have been of disadvantage to employers in this industry and 

not been of particular significance to employees or their unions.  Over time, however, farmers’ 

cooperatives were acquired by public companies intent on turning dairies into profit centres 

rather than merely providing a vehicle for primary producers to sell their produce. 

 

The oil industry has traditionally been synonymous with industrial power in the hands of the 

workforce.  Accordingly the oil industry has been a pace setter for many industrial gains.  This 

pace setting nature of the oil industry is evidenced by the discussion in Chapter 5 surrounding 

the decision of the banks and insurance agencies to offer closed shops to the respective unions 

in the finance sector in the early 1970s.  The decision of employers in the finance sector was 

as a result of a decision concerning preference of employment to clerks employed in the oil 

industry.  The strategic nature of oil to the economy and the community has meant that it 

provided the capacity for employees to take maximum economic advantage of their industrial 

strength.  However, like similar heavy industry, replacing local refinement with imports is the 

biggest threat to this once powerful group of workers. 

 

Other Activities 

 

Outside of the warehousing, logistics and manufacturing industries, the multi-industry nature 

of the NUW is demonstrated by its coverage in a range of other economic activities.  Whilst 

firstly Market Research and Call Centre and secondly Sales, Marketing and Merchandising 

appear separately on the NUW website, their historical union coverage and paucity of literature 

in relation to the NUW make it convenient to deal with the two areas that appear on the NUW 

website separately, together in this section of the chapter considering industry coverage.   
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Derived from the amalgamation with the Commercial Travellers Guild (CTG), the market 

research, call centre, sales, marketing and merchandising callings appear to be a little out of 

context within the remainder of the NUW eligibility that make up the union’s membership 

(FWC 2010A:5).  Commercial travellers were historically covered by the CTG in highly 

unionised industries where union membership was often a condition of employment enforced 

universally throughout all non-managerial employees.  The role of the commercial traveller 

was to ensure sales and sufficient stock was provided by the manufacturer for the retailer.  Such 

a position in sales would obviously require an amount of relationship management to ensure 

that retailers were happy with their supplier and therefore willing to continue stocking and even 

promoting the manufacturer’s stock.  Obviously an integral part of the supply chain, 

commercial travellers have increasingly been considered part of management and subject to 

individual contracts rather than collective industrial coverage and representation.  Employed 

by the manufacturer, the merchandiser ensures that the manufacturer’s stock was appropriately 

and sufficiently on display within the supermarket to ensure maximum exposure to the 

consumer (FWC 2010B).  The proximity of the merchandiser in employment to the commercial 

traveller led to the CTG obtaining coverage in some, but by no means all, Australian 

jurisdictions. 

 

The commercial traveller and merchandiser union coverage is historically from a time when 

unions were able to enforce union membership as a condition of employment.  Employees in 

these areas of employment are not what would be described at the “shop floor” and, as closed 

shop arrangements were unable to be enforced because of changes to legislation and attitudes 

from employers, it is an area of employment that has not maintained the high levels of union 

membership over recent decades.  Call centres often have very strict security around entry to 
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the premises and the attitude adopted by management is often hostile to union recruitment 

(Burgess and Connell 2004:3; Paulet 2004:84).  Call centre work is also characterised by 

transient and inexperienced employees who may not have any experience with or 

predisposition towards union membership.  These features of the call centre industry do not 

lend themselves to easy recruiting visits from union officials (Hannif, Burgess and Connell 

2008:272; Russell 2008:287; Russell 2009; Smith and Smith 2008:254; Interview Roberts 

2013). 

 

Regardless of the relatively low levels of union membership and activity the NUW continues 

to take an active interest in maintaining awards that cover these areas of employment.  Without 

this level of activity, there is little doubt that the wages and conditions of employees within 

market research, call centres, sales, marketing and merchandising callings would be 

considerably less than they are currently. 

 

The food services industry consists of companies that provide prepared and packaged foods to 

restaurants, airlines and other institutions such as schools, hospitals and government 

departments.   The two major, national employers within the food services industry are Bidvest 

Australia Ltd and PDF Food Services Pty Ltd.  A range of smaller, regional operators have 

market share in specific geographic areas.  Like so many other NUW industries, the NUW 

shares coverage with other unions such as the TWU and AMIEU.  This industry remains largely 

non-unionised and does not represent a large portion of the NUW’s coverage despite being 

recognised as a potential growth area for the union (NUW 2014). 

 

Having discussed the various industries covered by the NUW, the next section provides a 

background of the contemporary industrial relations climate facing the NUW and its members.  
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As will be seen, an often hostile environment faces the NUW and explains a loss of membership 

and, in turn, the need to restructure.  The following sections of this chapter outline the 

disputation, bargaining and campaigns in which the NUW has engaged. 
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Patterns of Industrial Relations 
 

Demarcation 

 

The corollary to indistinct and inconsistent industry coverage is the potential for demarcation 

disputes with other unions.  One of the objectives of the amalgamation process that took place 

in Australia in the late 1980s and early 1990s was the removal of potential for demarcation and 

this amalgamation process was also complimented by legislation empowering industrial 

tribunals to make orders to rationalise union coverage (Hamilton 1991:2).  These strategies 

along with a decline in disputation generally have a general coincided with reduction in 

demarcation disputes (Hicksons Lawyer 2012).  Nonetheless, unions continue to protect their 

traditional and potential coverage and the NUW is no exception (Interview Belan 2014). 

 

Inconsistent traditional coverage of warehousing, particularly for the major retailers, has 

brought the NUW into demarcation disputes with other unions, most notably the Shop 

Distributive and Allied Employees Association (SDA) (Interviews NUW 3 2014; NUW 10 

2013).  The retail industry in Australia is dominated by two supermarket chains, Coles and 

Woolworths.  The retail outlets are covered by the SDA however there is some contention over 

coverage of the warehouses supplying these retail outlets with the SDA traditionally having 

coverage in some states and the NUW having coverage in others.  The industrial relations 

culture within the warehousing operations of the major retailers differs markedly from the retail 

outlets.  Within the retailer’s warehouses high levels of union membership are associated with 

high levels of disputation and high rates of pay.  By comparison, the largely casual workforce 

within the retail industry does not have the same level of militancy. 
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Demarcation disputation between the SDA and NUW in a Woolworths Warehouse provided 

many legal commentators with the somewhat premature notion that demarcation disputes were 

going to re-emerge as a result the Fair Work Act (Hicksons Lawyer 2012; Osborne 2012; 

Workplace Express 2012a).  In one particular dispute in Brisbane, an application was made by 

the SDA to Fair Work Australia to gain exclusive right to cover the employees in the recently 

consolidated retail distribution centre.  A Full Bench of Fair Work Australia declined the SDA 

application and said the Fair Work Act "alter(s) the traditional approach to matters of this nature 

which has involved the assumption that competition between unions for membership at the 

workplace level is undesirable and should be discouraged"76.   The demarcation issue between 

the NUW and SDA has not been resolved and continues to play out with both unions having 

substantial membership in this area of employment (NUW 1 2015). 

 

The broader logistics brings the NUW into occasional but ongoing conflict with the TWU 

(Interview Belan 2014).  In this context, it is ironic to some extent that both the SDA and TWU 

could have been amalgamation partners with the FSPU at different moments in time.  The SDA, 

a major union on the Right of the ALP, almost amalgamated with the FSPU when such 

amalgamations were not common, and as stated elsewhere, the TWU was originally planned 

to be part of the amalgamated union that became the NUW. 

 

The NUW followed the new and emerging work of telemarketing into the call centre by virtue 

of the CTG list of callings.  As with several other industries covered by the NUW, the NUW 

presence in the industry is not without controversy.  The Australian Services Union whose 

                                                           
76 [2012] FWAFB 461 Shop, Distributive and Allied Employees Association v National Union of Workers 

(C2011/5983) SYDNEY, 31 JANUARY 2012 Application for Order in relation to representation rights of an 

organisation of employees - statutory construction - Fair Work (Registered Organisations) Act 2009 ss 133, 

137A, s 137B. 
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lineage includes the former Federated Clerks Union also lays claim to call centres having 

regard to clerical aspects of call centre work. 

 

A 2002 Australian Industrial Relations Commission decision quashed a decision of a Senior 

Deputy President that found the union's commercial traveller rule allowed it to cover call centre 

workers performing sales and customer service work at market research company Simon 

Richards Group (Workplace Express 2002).  This decision placed the NUW’s coverage of this 

area of employment in some doubt. 

 

Bargaining across NUW sites 

 

One of the fundamental features of enterprise bargaining in Australia has been the disparate 

outcomes at various work sites within the same industry and even the same employer.  By its 

very nature, enterprise bargaining is supposed to provide for outcomes that are tailored to meet 

the needs of the enterprise, as negotiated with the employees to whom the site-level agreement 

is to apply.  In stark contrast to the centralised system of wage fixation that preceded it, 

enterprise bargaining has the capacity to create inequities even within the same employing 

corporation. 

 

Inequities in rates of pay and conditions of employment are elucidated in the context of 

enterprise bargaining as representing the capacity of the employer to pay at that particular site 

(Fredericks 1993:43).  In the context of the organising model, which had been adopted by the 

NUW to some extent, a demonstration of a concentrated campaign aimed at exactly the same 

employer at another site would provide fertile ground to organise. 
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Thales employees at Benalla, Mulwala and Garden Island sites were that far ahead of the rest 

of Australia in rates of pay that an upfront 15 per cent catch up wage claim was justified for 

the other sites, before the 5 per cent per annum claim for all of the company in an NUW log of 

claims served on the company in 2012. 

 

The ongoing tension between the costs of providing defence logistics cheaper than the 

Commonwealth Government could provide such services themselves, and the aspirations of a 

unionised workforce are the cause of industrial disputation within this industry (NUW 9 2014).  

Whether such an assessment of relative cost is regularly made or not, contracts are likely to 

have limited scope for the contractor claiming increases to contract price based on wage 

increases, particularly when the contractor agrees to the wage increase as would be the case by 

definition in enterprise bargaining.  It follows that the NUW faces a difficult task in the defence 

logistics industry particularly in the context of the decentralised nature of enterprise bargaining. 

 

The disparity in rates of pay between directly employed warehouse workers and those engaged 

by contractors is also a source of disputation.  Toll manages and employs the workers at the 

Coles Somerton warehouse in Melbourne’s northern suburbs.  The Somerton warehouse was 

the site of a 2012 (Lucas 2012; Hannan 2012; Nicholls 2012) dispute that pertained to the 

apparent attempt to use Toll as a contract to avoid the more favourable conditions that had been 

achieved by the NUW for warehouse employees directly employed by Coles (NUW website).  

The ultimate basis of the dispute was explained by NUW Victorian State Secretary Tim 

Kennedy as follows: 

“Our members believe that if a Coles shift worker in a Coles Warehouse gets paid a shift 

loading for working an afternoon shift or a night shift, then Toll shift workers doing exactly 
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the same work in a Coles warehouse supplying Coles Supermarkets should also be paid a shift 

loading for performing shiftwork,” (NUW website) 

 

In addition to the issue of disparity that was the subject of the Branch Secretary’s comments, 

work/life balance, job security and union rights were also part of the bargaining agenda.  The 

NUW members took indefinite strike action against Toll, including a picket that turned away 

deliveries (Lucas 2012) in support of claims that included rostering, union rights and casual 

conversion (to permanent employment). 

 

Interestingly another strategy that was adopted by the NUW was to have customers of the Coles 

Supermarkets in several states sign petitions supporting the striking workers at the Somerton 

warehouse (NUW website).  In addition to avoiding the labour costs associated with directly 

employed labour, the use of a logistics contractor might also be a means by which the retailer 

can distance themselves from the source of the dispute (Hannan 2012).  The NUW taking the 

dispute to the retailer’s shop front, by way of the customer petition, attempted to counteract the 

distance Coles placed between themselves and the source of the dispute.  The continued 

resilience of the NUW and its members led to settlement with Toll that resolved most of the 

outstanding issues in June 2013 (NUW 1 2015).  This campaign is an indication of the 

innovative way in which Australian unions had some success in adapting to a changed 

industrial and political environment.  Such a campaign requires significant resources and, in 

particular, the coordination of those resources. 

 

Another feature of enterprise bargaining has been the capacity and inclination of employers to 

seek to remove or reduce existing conditions of employment by negotiation.  In 2012, attempts 

by the Pharmaceutical Multinational Sigma to reduce shift penalties at their Rowville and 
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Shepparton plants was met with a 24 hour stoppage on the part of employees.  In this most 

recent round of bargaining the union was prepared to accept the relatively modest wage 

increase of 3 per cent per annum.  The company response to the NUW’s opposition to the 

reduction of conditions was because the NUW "remains reluctant to agree to operational 

changes to meet the evolving needs of our customers and the community" (Schneiders 2012). 

 

 

A 2004 bargaining dispute saw Tenix lockout NUW members at its defence site near Wodonga 

(ABC 2004; Workplace Express 2004).  The Australian defence force was engaged in a number 

of overseas commitments in 2004 and Tenix was contracted for the provision of clothing, 

vehicle parts, supplies and other military equipment (Workplace Express 2004).  NUW 

members were seeking a wage increase of 15 per cent over three years whereas Tenix were 

only prepared to offer 12.85 per cent (Workplace Express 2004).  In addition, lock-outs are 

quite rare in the Australian context and accordingly notable exceptions such as the Patricks 

waterfront dispute in 1998 and the QANTAS airline maintenance dispute in 2011 attract 

considerable attention.  It could be concluded that industrial relations is robust within such an 

environment and that bargaining is difficult for the NUW and its members. 

 

Reports of an agreement reached in 2000 between the NUW and multinational Mobil 

demonstrated the superior conditions still enjoyed by employees in the Oil industry (Workplace 

Express 2000).  A thirty-five hour week had been achieved for workers in the oil industry when 

the best most workers were able to achieve was a reduction from forty to thirty-eight hours per 

week in the early 1980s.  Of contention to the employer at the time was the fact the employees 

in question worked a week that consisted of three 12 hour shifts and were paid overtime on 

three hours above the weekly limit of thirty-five when the employees worked only one hour 
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overtime.  According to NUW senior industrial officer Paul Richardson (as reported at the 

time) the benefits contained in the agreement were substantial (Workplace Express 2000).  

Whilst bargaining at Mobil demonstrates the strength and ability of the NUW to bargain 

successfully in already-organised sites, we can see from the literature surrounding union 

renewal that resources are needed to be devoted to new and unionised industries and 

workplaces. 

 

Turning to food production, recently enrolled as members of the NUW, employees at One 

Harvest, have been engaged in a bargaining process aimed at obtaining entitlements that would 

have been taken for granted for many years at established and unionised sites like Golden 

Circle.  The NUW website credits union membership with an improvement to the culture and 

management practices at the One Harvest site located at Wacol in Brisbane’s west.  

Contemporary issues such as harassment and bullying; disciplinary procedures; restrictions on 

personal information on sick or personal leave documentation; and greater protection from 

surveillance and job security feature in the union list of demands on management.  More 

traditional industrial claims such as changes to shift start times; rest and lunch breaks; lunch 

rooms and facilities; delegates rights and additional leave for shift workers are also matters to 

be pursued by NUW members in a process of enterprise bargaining. 

 

KL Ballantyne is a Victorian based manufacturer of dairy products and the Laverton site 

produced export-quality butter (CCH AILR).  Butter is a product that can spoil easily and butter 

producers are particularly vulnerable to industrial action.  The KL Ballantyne & NUW 

(Laverton Site) Agreement 200477 was the agreement that settled the validity of a range of 

union friendly provisions in a certified agreement.  Vice President Ross of the Australian 

                                                           
77 KL Ballantyne & NUW (Laverton Site) Agreement 2004 AIRC, PR952656, 22 October 2004 
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Industrial Relations Commission rejected arguments put by a range of intervening employer 

organisations that such provisions did not pertain to the employment relationship.  The range 

of union-friendly provisions that survived litigation included  employee indemnity against 

damages claims;  casuals’ terms no less than those of the agreement whether employed directly 

or by labour hire firms;  substitution of public holidays; trade union training leave; union 

delegates resources to recruit new members;  time off for paid union meetings on site; 

agreement to commence negotiations for a new agreement three months before the current 

one's nominal expiry date; commitment not to introduce AWAs (statutory individual contracts) 

during the life of the deal; union notice board obligation on employer premises; requirement 

on the employer to keep time and wages records and union right of entry (CCH AILR). 

 

The post-WorkChoices environment has provided opportunities for the NUW with a range of 

industries that they would have been restricted from covering in state jurisdictions (NUW 6 

2014; NUW10 2014).  One example of this is the Lion Milk plant in Crestmead Queensland 

wherein a dispute took place at Christmas time in 2012 (NUW website).  The familiar theme 

of wage disparity was the basis of the dispute that led to work stopping at the site in Brisbane’s 

southern suburbs.  The industrial action was met with a heavy police presence and was the first 

industrial action taken by workers at this site (NUW website).  The dispute was eventually 

resolved in early 2013 with the NUW being able to secure the reinstatement of penalty rates 

for working public holidays that had been removed in a previous agreement (NUW 1 2015).  

The expansion of NUW coverage at Lion Milk demonstrates the NUW’s taking advantage of 

the restructure by devoting resources to campaigning at this workplace, in which the NUW 

traditionally would not have had coverage. 
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Health and safety featured in the ongoing dispute between the NUW and Baiada Poultry that 

extended beyond Victoria into South Australia.  The use of workplace health and safety as an 

industrial issue was objected to by the company who in turn sought to have the right of entry 

permits of senior NUW officials restricted, following an alleged misuse of the safety inspection 

power.  The company claimed that a NUW official had filmed the Baiada Poultry plant without 

authority and posted footage on the union website (Fair Work Australia 2011).  This dispute 

resulted in a win for the NUW as the employer ceased the practice of employing s457 workers78 

as sham contractors and the site in question remains highly unionised as a result of the NUW 

efforts in the dispute (NUW 1 2015).  

 

Industrial action is not confined to that taken by the union within the poultry processing.  

Workers at the Hazeldene's Chicken Farm in central Victoria were locked out for 48 hours 

following a strike and overtime bans by NUW members (Workplace Express 2009).  The 

company had offered an annual wage increase of 2 per cent, which if agreed to, would, 

according to the NUW, have left the workers “among the lowest paid in the poultry industry” 

(Workplace Express 2009).   

 

The continued influence exercised by the NUW within the Cold Storage industry is easily 

demonstrated by the 2012 agreement certified by the Fair Work Commission between RAND 

logistics and the NUW.   The agreement included a 9 per cent wage increase in one year; 

introduction of rostered days off; site rates and conditions for labour hire casuals; conversion 

to permanency after six months for direct and indirect employment; union inductions; delegates 

training leave, and paid union meetings (NUW website).  Given the emphasis placed on secure 

employment by union members generally, the most significant win to the union was that the 

                                                           
78 S457 refers to visas issued for guest workers 
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agreement “ensures that all workers - whether directly employed or engaged through labour 

hire - are treated equally; and that the rights of members and delegates to interact with their 

union are now protected and enhanced”.  Such a provision in an agreement ensures that there 

is no financial incentive to the employer to outsource employment and if employment is 

outsourced, the employees will enjoy the same entitlements as the directly employed 

workforce.  The agreement represented a national settlement for the various sites at every major 

capital city.  In addition the employer RAND had recently acquired the Toll Refrigerated 

business thereby increasing the NUW coverage with an agreement containing superior 

industrial conditions as well as provisions suited to enabling recruitment and retention of union 

members. 

 

The ease by which employees are recruited as members within the cold storage industry was 

also demonstrated on the NUW website.   A Victorian NUW cold storage industry delegate 

Vivien Keti on holidays in Queensland spent “a day shift and a night shift travelling around 

with NUW Organiser Paul McNicol.  Viv is a Delegate at Polarfresh in Truganina and on her 

final stop in Queensland she visited their sister site at the Polarfresh Parkinson facility in 

Brisbane, where she helped Paul run an induction and signed up 41 new members” (NUW web 

site).  Cold Storage is an industry that would have traditionally been covered by the AWU in 

Queensland.  Again national structures have assisted the NUW to take advantage of extended 

coverage in Queensland.  The transfer of the private sector industrial jurisdiction to the national 

fair work system in the post-WorkChoices environment has enabled the NUW to convert their 

considerable influence within the industry nationally into extending their membership coverage 

into a geographical area that would have been protected for the AWU in the state jurisdiction 

(NUW 10 2014).  As is discussed elsewhere, the history of coverage and influence of the AWU 

within the state jurisdiction is of little consequence within the federal jurisdiction in the post-
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WorkChoices environment.  The dedication of the union delegate also demonstrates the level 

of commitment of union members in the cold storage industry to unionism generally and the 

NUW in particular. 

 

Declining Industries, Industry Restructure and Precarious Employment 

 

At the heart of the restructure was the NUW seeking to adapt to its modern circumstances.  

Golden Circle illustrates the changing nature of industry and, accordingly, is referred to on a 

number of occasions in this chapter.  Golden Circle is an iconic Australian product in its home 

state of Queensland.  Once a state-owned factory, Golden Circle represented the power of 

primary producers within the state of Queensland as much as any objective of the state to 

provide employment and seek to operate and compete in the market.  Set up to purchase and 

process product such as tinned fruit, in particular pineapple, the Golden Circle cannery at 

Northgate in Brisbane’s northern suburbs enabled primary producers to sell their product to a 

secondary producer (being owned by the state) that would not be inclined to force down the 

price of the primary product. 

 

Golden Circle was also the source of semi-skilled employment for generations of locals, and 

its workforce was often characterised by the influx of new Australians to the traditionally 

Anglo-Celtic Brisbane population.  The relatively stable product market with an absence of 

any real competition combined with the industrially benign state ownership quite obviously 

lent itself to the unionisation of the cannery.  Moreover at the time that cannery was completed 

in 1947, the Queensland industrial relations jurisdiction, following almost three decades of 

Labor Government, would have enabled the then Federated Storeman and Packers Union to be 
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able to enforce a closed shop by way of a preference clause in the award giving preference of 

employment to financial members of the union at the point of engagement and termination. 

 

The process of privatisation that swept through Australia from the 1980s onwards meant that 

the thought of a state-owned food production company was an anathema to the contemporary 

policy making.  The process of privatisation eventuated in Golden Circle being acquired by the 

multinational Heinz Corporation in 2008.  In 2011, the beetroot line at the Northgate cannery 

was closed ending 30 years of continuous employment for many of the workers on that line.  

The production of jam followed the beetroot line to New Zealand, a nation usually associated 

with lower wage costs than Australia, resulting in the loss of 160 positions from the Northgate 

site.  State-owned Golden Circle may have made decisions that would maximise employment 

at the Northgate Cannery, however the private ownership of the cannery meant that capital 

would be applied where it would maximise profits.  The NUW remained powerless to prevent 

the closure of many of the lines at the Northgate plant because of the import of produce from 

overseas but were able to secure redundancy packages for casual employees who had as much 

as 25 years’ service with Golden Circle (NUW 1 2015). 

 

The imminent loss of employment following the Heinz takeover is particularly germane to this 

thesis, given its coincidence with the timeline associated with the removal of the Queensland 

Branch from the national structure of the NUW.  Golden Circle was the largest single worksite 

within the NUW’s national coverage and the 2008 takeover was quickly followed by the 

controversial rule change.  Whilst the two events would probably not be in any way correlated 

in the minds of decision makers within Heinz or the NUW, they would have undoubtedly been 

inextricably linked in the minds of workers facing an uncertain future. 
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As we have seen, a common feature of the restructure of unions is the splitting of the functions 

of servicing and organising consistent with the principals of the organising model.  Individual 

grievances are directed to a central servicing centre that modern technology enables to be in a 

remote location typically one of the larger capital cities (Griffin and Moors 20054:46).  The 

removal of the servicing workload enables the organiser to focus on organising collective 

issues.  Whilst the loss of 160 positions could not be seen as anything other than a collective 

issue over which an organiser should organise, this would not have prevented those opposed to 

the national restructure within the NUW from using the impending loss of employment to 

illustrate the dangers of the centralisation of functions.  An easily prosecuted argument is that 

the 1800 phone number79 to which union members were now directed is a poor substitute for 

the organiser that union members had come to know and hopefully trust.  The loss of “their 

organiser” at such a time of uncertainty added to a feeling of general unease amongst NUW 

members at Golden Circle (NUW 10 2014). 

 

Notwithstanding the emotion associated with the loss of jobs and the realities of a competitive 

global market, the redundancy process was dealt with in a sensible and relatively unproblematic 

way by both the company and the union.  The Union and the company met on a weekly basis 

to discuss a range of issues that would impact upon union members, including the new structure 

following the transfer of production to New Zealand, the selection criteria for redundancy, 

support mechanisms for employees, notifications to prepare for redundancies, and further 

training provided for those to be made redundant.  In the main, redundancies at the Northgate 

plant were managed on a voluntary basis. 

 

                                                           
79 1800 is the common prefix to free-call phone numbers in Australia 
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In recent history there has been no letup to the loss of employment for employees within the 

food manufacturing sector as was evidenced by the loss of 150 jobs at the Nestlé factory in 

Tongala in northern Victoria (ABC Regional News 2005).  Nestlé is a Swiss multi-national 

manufacturer of food and beverage products that has had a substantial market share in 

Australia.  In addition, the impact of the loss of employment in a regional (non-urban) area will 

also have an impact on the community.  The impact of the loss of jobs at the Tongala factory 

is expounded by NUW organiser Martin Pakula (ABC Regional News 2005): 

"This is going to have a major impact not just on those workers, but on the town and on the 

region generally.  It's going to have flow-on effects beyond people losing their jobs - people 

are going to have to move to get other jobs, they're probably going to have to sell their homes, 

property prices have probably been affected, other businesses in the community are going to 

suffer." 

 

Unable to prevent the closure, the consolation for the union and its members is to seek the 

maximum redundancy package for its soon to be former members to attempt to avoid financial 

devastation from the loss of employment. 

 

The dairy industry provides another example of the major issues facing the NUW in terms of 

corporate restructure and associated job insecurity.  Best known for the Devondale retail brand, 

the Murray Goulburn Cooperative demonstrates the changing nature of the dairy industry.  

Regardless of its corporate structure as a farmers’ collective, the Murray Goulburn Cooperative 

is, nonetheless, subject to competitive product market pressures.  With processing plants in 

Cobram, Kiewa, Koroit, Leongatha, Rochester and Maffra in Victoria as well as Edith Creek 

in Tasmania (ABC 2012), an obvious means of rationalisation for this organisation would be 

the closure of plants and centralisation of operations.  A 2012 dispute involving the NUW was 
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in relation to such a rationalisation wherein the NUW claimed to be locked out of discussion 

concerning the restructuring of the business (ABC 2012).  The Murray Goulburn Cooperative 

reduced its overall workforce by about 300 jobs representing  12 per cent of its workforce 

(ABC 2012), in response to “the combined impact of higher global milk production, lower 

international milk prices, a high Australian dollar and difficult seasonal conditions” (Murray 

Goulburn Cooperative 2013:4) to purportedly boost competitiveness and deliver higher farm-

gate prices. 

 

The use of agency employees creates difficulties for a union to organise in the first place with 

the worksite not even being the direct employer of labour.  Such difficulties are intensified by 

the use of a system of purported independent contractors, as that introduces an argument as to 

whether these “workers” might be able to be members of the union, covered by collective 

agreement or take part in protected industrial action.  Moreover one of the supposed benefits 

to such “workers” is taxation benefits associated with running a business as opposed to the 

relatively difficult task of finding eligible deductions from income of a pay as your earn 

(PAYE) employee80.  This dispute demonstrates both the difficulties facing the NUW in 

recruiting the remaining employees within the manufacturing sector, and the length to which 

corporations (that would otherwise be employers) will go to frustrate the efforts of the NUW 

in this and other sectors.  A similar dispute at a manufacturer of screening and shading products 

Gale Pacific in 2013 provided a far better outcome for NUW members with the company 

agreeing to transfer all agency employees to direct employment following a five day strike 

(NUW website). 

 

                                                           
80 pay-as-you-earn tax (PAYE) is a withholding tax on income payments to employees required by Australian 

taxation law 
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Closely associated with the decline of manufacturing in Australia and the subsequent loss of 

employment is the security of employees’ entitlements.  Previously it has been noted that in 

the absence of being able to prevent redundancies, the consolation for a union and its members 

is to negotiate a redundancy package intended to provide some form of economic security for 

the employee into the future.  Insolvency, however, may lead to even this form of security 

being eroded.  When an employer is placed into liquidation, employees become just another 

(albeit a high priority) creditor and entitlements such an outstanding leave balances, 

superannuation contributions and redundancy packages are only as good as the funds available 

to make payment.  The remainder of this section discusses a particular dispute that encapsulated 

new industrial realities and the strategies adopted by the NUW. 

 

Return of the Sit In 

 

Some recent disputes have seen the NUW adopt some very new and some very old campaign 

methods.  Job security has been a perennial issue for the NUW and its members and in late 

2014, the Smith’s Crisps factory in Tingalpa in suburban Brisbane was the scene of a high 

profile dispute over enterprise bargaining (Workplace Express 2014).  The dispute included a 

range of matters including the treatment of casual employees by the company (NUW 1 2015).  

The two key strategies adopted by the NUW included a “sit in” (the old) and the use of social 

media (the new) to bring attention to the plight of their members. 

 

The “sit in” is a non-violent form of protest that was prevalent in the civil rights movement in 

the United States of America (NUW 1 2015).  The sit down protest had its origins in the General 

Motors production plant sit-down strike in Flint Michigan in 1936-37 (Fine 1969).  By 

occupying a place the protesters are not harming or hindering anyone or damaging property.  
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Rather the protesters cause maximum embarrassment to their opponents who, either have to 

tolerate the embarrassment, or apply what would appear to be excessive force to remove the 

protestors (Patmore 2009:164).  This form of protest contrasts with the traditional picket-line 

that is likely to fall foul of secondary boycott legislation or tort and more often than not ends 

in some form of violence or other negative publicity for the union staging the picket.  In the 

case of Smith’s Crisps, the NUW members commenced industrial action by banning paper 

work (NUW 1 2015).  Matters quickly escalated when management made the decision to cease 

payment to the workers in retaliation of the paper-work ban81.  Having not been paid, NUW 

members were in the position of being effectively “locked out” and then took to occupying the 

lunch room at the Tingalpa plant. 

 

Closely linked with the adoption of the “sit in” at Tingalpa was the use of social media.  What 

might have been a rather unremarkable dispute about job security and casual employment 

became national news as a result of the innovative strategy of a “sit in”.  The imagery of 

workers occupying part of the premises captured the imagination of social media users and 

trended nationally on twitter with the hashtag #OccupyTingalpa (Workplace Express 2014).  

As sometimes is the case, the prominence of this event on social media led to it becoming a 

matter of interest in the mainstream media, thereby getting the NUW coverage and support that 

otherwise would be very difficult to obtain.  The NUW members were portrayed as peaceful 

protestors who were looking to maximise their employment security rather than the media 

stereotype of “hooligans” on a picket line that would ordinarily have been the way in which 

such a story was reported.  Those close to the dispute have no doubt that this media attention, 

combined with the company’s sensitivity about protecting their brand name in the market, led 

                                                           
81 Section 416 of the Fair Work Act 2009 enables an employer to refuse to make payment for a period in which 

employees are engaged in protected industrial action. 
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to a resolution of the dispute largely in favour of the NUW members.  The result, whilst not 

including the wage increase of the magnitude sought by the NUW, did include important 

provisions pertaining to employment security such as equal rights for casual employees and 

limitations on the number of casual labour hire employees to be engaged by the company 

(NUW 1 2015).   

 

The Tingalpa dispute was seen as a success for the NUW, not only because of the concessions 

made by management in relation the important topic of employment security, but also because 

of the solidarity demonstrated for casual employees by the permanent workforce at Smiths 

(NUW 1 2015).  It is neither surprising nor a coincidence that a dispute followed a similar path 

at the International Flavors and Fragrances (IFF) factory in Dandenong (Workplace Express 

2015).  The IFF dispute was close to a template of the Smiths dispute and the NUW was able 

to put the lessons learnt at Smiths to good use (NUW 1 2015).  The workers at IFF commenced 

protected industrial action with a paper work ban and, with apparent predictability, the 

employer ceased payment in retaliation. 

 

The effective lock out then led to a four day sit in by the NUW members at IFF.  The IFF 

dispute resulted from the employer’s attempts to remove existing conditions of employment, 

including rest pauses. The source of the dispute was slightly different in the case of IFF, 

however the result was remarkably similar (Interview NUW 1 2015).  Senior management 

intervened in the IFF dispute to bring about a swift resolution.  However, this quick resolution 

only followed a four day long “sit in” by NUW members at the Dandenong plant.  The hashtag 

#OccupyDandenong was to produce a similar effect to the Tingalpa sit in (Interview NUW 1 

2015; Workplace Express 2015). 
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A sit in is reminiscent of Civil Rights protests in the United States  
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Purpose of the Restructure 
 

The stated aim of the restructure was to consolidate the operations of the union in those states 

with the smallest number of members.  The on-going existence of the NUW in those states was 

to be ensured by delivering the economies of scale in the administration of the union 

(Interviews NUW 1 2013; NUW 6 2014; NUW 10 2014).  The more ambitious aim of the 

restructure was to allocate resources in order to increase union membership and power within 

the various industries that the NUW operates on a national basis (Interviews Roberts 2013; 

NUW3 2014).  A consistent theme of this thesis is that the arguments in favour of consolidation 

and the associated economies of scale and scope are similar to those used to justify union 

amalgamation.  It is apparent that there are minimum numbers of members that will be required 

to provide the resources necessary to run a modern union.  In the case of the NUW, the 

Queensland, South Australian and Western Australian branches had become a financial drain 

on the national union (Interviews Belan 2014; NUW6 2014). 

 

Moreover, the suggestion was that the incapacity of some branches to organise worksites was 

leading to a migration of capital from more heavily unionised to less heavily unionised 

geographic locations: 

 

“The Victorian Branch and the Federal Office saw that a large proportion of logistics work in 

Australia was moving from highly-unionised, high paid environment in Victoria and being 

moved up to non-unionised low paid environment in Queensland.  So they saw that this was 

the weakness of the Queensland branch in its failure to counteract this…was causing problems, 

not only a problem for Queensland branch, but also a flow-on effect for other highly unionised 
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areas.  So they saw they needed to do something to stem that tide and to re-invigorate Qld 

branch.  The Queensland branch was only quite small along with South Australia, Tasmania 

and Western Australia not in a financial or organisational capacity or structure to be able to 

actually meet the challenges.”… (NUW6 2014) 

 

The virtual removal of the Queensland, South Australian and Western Australian state 

jurisdictions, that was brought about by WorkChoices, also provided further impetus for the 

restructure.  Almost without exception “the effect of WorkChoices was that most of the 

employers of members NUW were constitutional corporations and as a consequence that 

representation of those members shifted from state commission to the federal commission” 

(NUW 3 2014).  Having no need for specialist representation in sate industrial tribunals, the 

federal organisation of the NUW and its largest branch would have had one less impediment 

to consolidation of power at a federal level (NUW 3 2014). 

 

As would be expected with any dispute between union leaders, it is no surprise that there was 

a significant element of personality involved in the dispute surrounding the restructure 

(Interviews Belan 2014; NUW 3 2014).  Regardless of the merit of the restructure, it 

represented an increase in power to the federal organisation of the NUW (Interviews NUW 3 

2014; Belan 2014).  It has also been suggested that the restructure was not driven by members 

of the union who were not apparently dissatisfied with the operation of the union (Interview 

NUW 3 2013).  This is also a significant aspect of the restructure and goes to the heart of union 

renewal strategies.  It is noted that most union renewal strategies are by definition and necessity 

top down approaches (de Tuberville 2012:52; Griffin and Moors 2004:40; Pocock 1998:24).  

Nevertheless, those rank and file members who were interviewed in this research indicated a 

definite preference for the running of the union subsequent to the restructure.  Given the limited 
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number of respondents in this research, the absence of any objection to the restructure by no 

means provides a sample that would constitute any sort of statistical significance.  However it 

is reasonable to say that there is no evidence of on-going opposition to the restructure amongst 

rank and file NUW members and no such opposition has manifested itself in a public way that 

might be expected in an on-going intra-union dispute.  

 

Much of the tension surrounding the implementation of organising strategies is in relation to 

those officials content with, or in fact more secure in their position by, servicing existing 

members in traditionally unionised worksites rather than devoting effort to recruiting new 

members in emerging industries and workplaces (Griffin and Moors 2004:45; Pocock 

1998:20).  This point is emphasised by the Queensland Branch wherein the Golden Circle 

cannery represented the NUW’s largest single worksite in Australia let alone Queensland.  

Traditionally the large number of members (and therefore votes in any potential election) at 

this single site would have a significant influence on where the Queensland Branch devoted its 

resources.  Golden Circle itself was the subject of considerable restructuring and industry 

rationalisation which in turn meant the once enormous workforce was drastically shrinking in 

size and influence.  Whilst the existing Queensland Branch leadership felt content in servicing 

its existing but shrinking membership in its traditional area of coverage, the national 

organisation was not willing to sit by and allow Queensland to become the low pay jurisdiction 

for a number of its key industries in the head office state of Victoria (Interview Roberts 2013; 

Interview NUW 10 2014). 
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Litigation Concerning the Restructure 
 

The ferocity of the battle within the NUW that led to the restructure has been noted by some 

respondents (Interviews Belan 2014; NUW 4 2014).  The following paragraphs provide a brief 

discussion of the legal proceedings that were associated with the rule change.  The complexity 

of the proceedings contrasts the NUW rule change with the processes that took place within 

the other two unions considered in this thesis, the CPSU and FSU.  

 

The rule change was proposed by a resolution of the National Union of Workers (NUW) 

national council of 2 October 2008 (NUW National Council Resolution 2008).  The proposal 

included a restructure of the union wherein a new General Branch would be created.  The new 

General Branch consists of members from six branches: Western Australia, Queensland, South 

Australia, CFA/Defence, Market Research Branch and the existing Central Branch.  The 

Central Branch had previously been made up of members from Tasmania, the Northern 

Territory and Australian Capital Territory, being Australia’s least populated jurisdictions.  The 

existing state branches of Western Australia, Queensland and South Australia were abolished 

as a result of the rule change, however New South Wales and Victoria branches continue to 

remain in place. 

 

The initial proposal had been for a ballot to be undertaken commencing on 17 October 2008 

and concluding on 10 November 2008 (NUW 2008B); however a series of legal proceedings 

intervened.  There were three separate sets of proceedings relevant to this matter: Cosgrove & 

Ors v Donnelly & Ors (FCA NSD1586/2008); Donnelly v Cosgrove & Ors (FCA 

VID135/2009) and National Union of Workers/Cosgrove & Ors v NUW (AIR R2009/256; 

FWA R2009/10006; C2009/10201) 
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In relation to Cosgrove & Ors v Donnelly & Ors (FCA NSD1586/2008), the State Branch 

Secretaries sought to prevent the conduct of the ballot that would give effect to the rule change.  

On 10 October 2008 the Federal Court (Moore, J) issued an order for the applicants (State 

Branch Secretaries) to serve material upon the respondents (the Federal Council including 

National Secretary Donnelly).  On 15 October 2008 the Federal Court (Cowdroy, J) issued a 

stay order (order nisi) against the decision of the National Council pending further action by 

the Court.  A further order was made (Cowdroy, J) on 13 November 2008 granting leave for 

Cosgrove to file an affidavit.  On 15 October 2008, the Federal Court (Cowdroy, J) issued 

interim injunctions and set further hearings for 13 and 14 November 200882.  The decision to 

issue an interim injunction was made on the basis of an arguable case and the balance of 

convenience being found for the State Branches “that the activity being engaged in by the 

officials [of the National Office] does not outweigh the need to ensure that correct procedures 

have been followed by the NUW83”.  At this stage, one might have been forgiven for thinking 

that the State Branch Secretaries had the ascendancy in proceedings but the interim injunction 

proved to be merely a stay of execution.  On 8 December 2008, the Court (Cowdroy, J) ordered 

that these proceedings be discontinued by consent.  The reasons for the apparent withdrawal of 

these proceedings by the State Branch Secretaries appears to be have been a settlement made 

between the parties. 

 

The National Office/proponents of the rule change initiated their own proceedings in Donnelly 

v Cosgrove & Ors (FCA VID135/2009).  The orders that were sought and granted indicate that 

the Queensland Branch Secretary created forms that purported to have members resign from 

the newly formed central branch and join the NUWQ84.  On 27 February 2009, John Cosgrove, 

                                                           
82 [2008] FCA 1538 
83 [2008] FCA 1538 at [25] 
84 National Union of Workers Industrial Union of Employees Queensland is the name of the state registered 

union under the Industrial Relations Act 1999. 
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the Branch Secretary of the former Queensland Branch (and 11 other respondents) were served 

with notice of the Federal Court (Gray, J) as to why a range of orders should not be made 

against them that included the following: 

 not engaging in, or continuing any conduct… to procure, assist or encourage any member 

of the Union to resign, or purport to resign, their membership of the Union, whether with 

immediate effect or otherwise. 

 by not distributing to persons … the documents entitled “NUW General Branch 

Resignation Form” and “NUW Membership Application Form” 

 not using or expending or continuing to use or expend, any funds of the Union … other 

than where such activity is directed to the recruitment of persons to membership of both 

the Union and…is directed to representing the interests of persons who are members of 

the Union, in relation to awards or other industrial instruments made under the Industrial 

Relations Act 1996 (Qld).  

 taking no further step in relation to and forthwith delivering up to the Applicant each and 

every document in their possession , custody or control signed by any person and which 

is in the form of, or substantially in the form of, the documents entitled “NUW General 

Branch Resignation Form” and “NUW Membership Application Form”. 

 

On 5 March 2009, the Federal Court (Gray, J) issued orders largely consistent with the show 

cause order of 27 February 2009.  Interestingly, the order contained in the third dot point 

mentioned above was amended to include the Workplace Relations Act 1996 (Cth) thereby 

allowing the state branch to represent its members in the private sector.  On 22 April 2009 a 

further order of the same nature was made by Justice Gray and was extended by consent on 14 

May, 26 June, 25 August and 10 September 2009.  On 16 October 2009, the orders were further 
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amended to include specific orders about the conduct of certain respondents at the Golden 

Circle plant at Northgate Queensland. 

 

The initial interim injunctions obtained by Cosgrove and others (the Branch Secretaries) had 

the effect of delaying the ballot that was originally set to commence on 17 October 2008 and 

conclude on 10 November 2008.  A subsequent ballot was undertaken by the Australian 

Electoral Commission commenced on 2 March 2009 and was completed on 23 March 2009.  

Approximately 60 per cent of the 30,442 members voted in favour of the proposed rule change 

(Workplace Express 2009). 

 

Following the success of the ballot the NUW sought to alter its rules and objections were lodged 

by the various State Branch officials opposed to the rule change.  The first of the group of 

decisions made in relation to the actual rules of the union was by Acting Industrial Registrar 

Nassios (AIR R2009/256).  In this decision the Acting Industrial Registrar rejected the rule 

change on the basis of it being oppressive, unreasonable and/or unjust for the following 

reasons: 

1. The incumbent officials of the two biggest state branches (Qld & SA) were 

overlooked for positions in the merged branch; 

2. The state branches were abolished without any positions being allocated on the new 

branch committee; 

3. The new general branch had no capacity to determine where its office was to be 

located; and 

4. The new general branch would not have its own funds. 
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A second decision was made by the same person (T. Nassios) on 4 August 2009 (FWA 

R2009/10006).  The Fair Work (Registered Organisations) Act 2009 had come into operation 

between the first and second decision so this individual was described as Delegate of the 

General Manager, Fair Work Australia in the latter decision.  Nonetheless the decision covered 

essentially the same application to amend the rules of the NUW but this time the applicants 

(Donnelly et al) sought to further amend the prior alterations by: 

1. Allowing the general branch to determine the location of its office; 

2. Provide honorary positions on the General Branch Committee of management to 

incumbents of state branch positions; and 

3. A statement to “ensure that the extent and quality of participation of member of General 

Branch in the democratic control of affairs of the Union is the same as for other 

members of the Union.” 

 

The Delegate of the General Manager, Fair Work Australia was convinced that the further 

amendments sufficiently addressed the concerns raised in the decision of 12 June 2009 and 

amended the rules of the NUW accordingly. 

 

The third decision was an appeal to a full bench of Fair Work Australia against the decision of 

The Delegate of the General Manager, Fair Work Australia (C2009/10201).  In simple terms 

there was no avenue to appeal this decision. Either by design or by omission, Parliament 

removed the avenue of appeal that had previously been from the Registrar to the Industrial 

Commission. 

 

The legal action that was taken by the State Branch Secretaries either to prevent the ballot or 

the rule change ran its legal course.  Some of the officials of the former Queensland Branch 
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had taken the fight up on the ground with issuing of further specific orders concerning the 

conduct of certain respondents at the Golden Circle plant.  As previously stated, this cannery 

is the largest single site for the NUW in Queensland and the issue of orders provided for an 

interesting battle ground for hearts and minds of ordinary union members (NUW 10 2014).  In 

the context of the internal workings of a union it also raises some interesting questions as to 

the extent to which a union will go in compelling its own members to comply with the orders 

of the Federal Court.  It would also appear that there has been a rather serious omission in the 

Fair Work (Registered Organisations) Act 2009 in that there is no avenue of appeal for a person 

aggrieved by decisions of the Delegate of the General Manager, Fair Work Commission.  This 

omission has significant implications for union rule changes in the future. 
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Outcomes of the Restructure 
 

There are grounds to suggest that one of the targets of the restructure was the Queensland 

Branch of the NUW.  The final report filed to the Queensland Industrial Registrar was in 2010 

after which the NUW decided to deregister its state union in the Queensland jurisdiction (NUW 

1 2013). To examine the process surrounding the abolition of the Queensland Branch it is 

noteworthy to consider the NUW membership returns to the Queensland Industrial Registrar.  

Not unlike the federal NUW membership outlined in Table 7.2 Queensland Branch suffered a 

gradual if spasmodic decline in membership in the time leading up to the deregistration of the 

Queensland Branch in the Queensland jurisdiction.  The massive reduction in membership (76 

per cent) to 30 June 2010 is explained by the existence of a ‘rebel’ state branch in the 

Queensland jurisdiction that attempted to operate separately from the national organisation.  

The much smaller membership numbers would not be able to fund the operation of the union 

as effectively as in previous years. 

 

Table 7.3 

NUW Queensland Membership from QIRC Reports 
 

As at Qld members % change 

31/12/00 6,973  

31/12/01 6,095 (12.6) 

31/12/02 5,927 (2.8) 

31/12/03 6,333 6.9 

31/12/04 5,953 (6.0) 

31/12/05 4,995 (16.1) 

30/06/06 5,062 1.3 

30/06/07 5,337 5.4 

30/06/08 5,306 (0.6) 

30/06/09 5,380 1.4 

30/06/10 1,280 (76.2) 

Total 00-09  (22.8) 

Total 00-10  (81.6) 

 

Source Various Reports from the President of the Queensland Industrial Relations Commission 
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The continual loss of membership within the Queensland Branch of the union was an obvious 

motivation for the restructure (NUW 10 2014).  The virtual destruction of the Queensland 

jurisdiction in the incorporated private sector also enabled the restructure; “WorkChoices had 

a significant effect on the NUW in relation to Queensland - in Queensland there was a history 

of state registration and state representation in a large range of industries” (NUW3 2014).  

Officials in the Queensland branch had also operated with “a great degree of independence” 

(NUW3 2014).  If a union has a significant stake in a state jurisdiction then it would follow 

that specialist knowledge within that jurisdiction would be both necessary and desirable for 

that union to operate effectively.  If that state jurisdiction virtually ceases to exist, this need 

would cease to exist. 

 

The set of circumstances outlined above was described by one respondent as “the moons all 

aligning at once” (NUW 10 2014).  Thus the combination of declining membership and its 

associated deleterious financial impact, the continued focus of the Queensland Branch in 

particular on industries and work sites that were declining, the movement of capital from 

Victoria to Queensland into expanding, non-unionised industries and worksites and the 

dramatic changing of industrial relations regulation in the private sector are said to have 

enabled this restructure (NUW1 2013; NUW 3 2014; NUW6 2014; NUW 10 2014).   

 

“Crisis in membership, lack of resources being channelled in the proper area, lack of being 

able to restructure, attacks for demarcation, bigger unions growing taking over your areas, 

declining membership base, declining industries…all of those factors led them to and to their 

credit they [NUW national leadership] thought business as usual isn’t going to work – you have 

to recut the cloth… 



326 
John R Martin PhD Thesis December 2016 

 

“The federation of state unions had to come together and realise that major adjustments 

needed to be made… the beauty of that [of this model] is that you can draw the funds from all 

of those areas [federally] and if you need to have a focus in Queensland and allocate them in 

Queensland …you’re not struggling with your own financial base if you need to have a project 

in Queensland the feds can allocate those resources in Queensland (NUW 10 2014)” 
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Impact of the Restructure on Specific States 
 

There is little doubt that the performance of the Queensland Branch was a motivating factor in 

the restructure (Interviews Roberts 2013; NUW 1 2013; NUW 3 2013; NUW 6 2014) however 

there is also considerable scepticism as to whether this was the sole motivating factor 

(Interviews NUW 3 2014; Belan 2014).  The “objective was to remove smaller branches who 

weren’t able to fund themselves … really think centralisation of power and they knew those 

branches were vulnerable” (Interview Belan 2014).  The NUW as an organisation is centred in 

Melbourne with the Victorian Branch being the largest branch, it is an “interesting question as 

to whether it was truly federalism or the exercise of power by one particular branch” (Interview 

NUW3 2014).  As has been discussed elsewhere, many of the industries that were additions to 

the NUW in Victoria through the amalgamation process were not industries that were able to 

be organised by the NUW in other states particularly Queensland (Interviews NUW 1 2013; 

Keys 2014; NUW 10 2014). 

 

Table 7.3 illustrates the ongoing decline that the Queensland Branch faced in the period leading 

up to its abolition and acquisition by the central branch of the union.  Consistent with the 

literature surrounding the organising model and union renewal, it is not out of the realm of 

possibility for restructures to occur to improve the performance of a union.  Literature 

concerning union renewal (Fletcher and Herd 1998:48/9; Voss and Sherman 2000:316) 

considers the removal of the leadership of a Local that is not performing to be entirely 

reasonable in the pursuit of union renewal.  Whilst there is an enormous difference in size and 

scope between a Local in the United States and the State Branch of a union in Australia85, the 

principle remains somewhat similar. 

                                                           
85 This concept of the difference between locals and state branches is considered further in the Conclusion 

chapter 
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The supposed underperformance of the Queensland Branch of the NUW, or other Queensland 

unions that had coverage of industries covered by the NUW in Victoria, had other more dire 

implications.  Given the high levels of unionisation and wage bargaining in Victoria in logistics 

industries, there was a tendency for operators within these industries to relocate to Queensland 

(Interviews Roberts 2013; NUW 1 2013; NUW 6 2014).  Clearly if the Queensland Branch 

was not as effective as the Victorian Branch in the traditional FSPU areas such as warehousing 

and distribution it was then incumbent on the NUW as a national organisation to prevent a 

flight of capital to Queensland based on inferior rates of pay and conditions of employment.  

The virtual abolition of the Queensland Industrial Relations Commission’s jurisdiction in the 

private sector following WorkChoices, also provided the NUW with scope to rectify some of 

the same issues in industries that the NUW did not traditionally cover in Queensland 

(Interviews NUW 1 2013; Keys 2014).  The limitation on the NUW’s state registered coverage 

was of no significance in the federal jurisdiction post-WorkChoices (Interview NUW 10 2014). 

 

Due to objections from other unions including the AWU, the Queensland Branch of the NUW 

continued to operate as the Federated Storeman and Packers Union in the Queensland 

jurisdiction for years after the amalgamation had been affected in the federal jurisdiction 

(Interview Keys 2014).  Bearing in mind the various phases of the amalgamation process that 

are graphically illustrated in figure 7.1, it would have included titles such as Rubber Workers 

in the full title of the union.  In the early stage, any such attempt to change the name of the state 

branch of the union would have been faced with an expensive and most likely successful 

challenge from the AWU that had coverage of such employees in the Queensland jurisdiction 

(Interviews NUW1 2013; NUW 10 2014).  The AWU dominated so much of the coverage of 

industries and occupations in the Queensland jurisdiction for historical reasons, and also held 
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considerable influence over the Goss ALP Government in Queensland at the relevant time.  

One of the consequences of the centralisation of the Australian industrial relations system that 

occurred in the post-WorkChoices environment was the weakening of the position of unions, 

such as the AWU within a state with such high state jurisdiction coverage of the private sector 

as Queensland. 

 

As the restructure was attempted by the federal organisation of the NUW, the Queensland 

Branch of the union adopted a range of legal strategies in order to maintain its autonomy.  Two 

separate organisations were operating in Queensland , one being the Queensland Branch of the 

national registered NUW and the other being the entity registered as the state union in the 

Queensland jurisdiction (NUW 3 2014).  Up until the attempted restructure, the Queensland 

registered organisation was a mere shell and the Queensland Branch of the national union was 

the organisation that effectively operated as the NUW in Queensland (Interview Keys 2014).  

The Queensland Branch largely operated under a range of state awards covering such areas as 

general warehousing, food and drugs stores (including pharmaceutical manufacturing), hide 

and skin, mechanical equipment warehouses and jam and preserved fruit manufacturing within 

the south eastern corner of the state, with the AWU having coverage of these industries outside 

the south east (Interviews Keys 2014; NUW 10 2014). 

 

The virtual takeover of the private sector by the federal jurisdiction was of considerable 

concern to state branches of unions as was evidenced by submissions made by the AWU and 

NUW at the time of WorkChoices (Workplace Express reference).  “WorkChoices certainly 

was a card to be played by any organisation that had a significance control in Victoria …where 

there is strength in Victoria because Victoria didn’t have any state registration…” (Interview 

NUW 3 2014).  Nonetheless a provision in the Fair Work Act that enabled state registered 
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unions to obtain federal registration, and a number of unions who did not have a federal 

counterpart union, such as the Australian Federated Union of Locomotive Engineers  

(AFULE), adopted this strategy when shifted from the state to federal jurisdiction as a result 

of WorkChoices (Interview NUW 3 2014).  By use of this strategy the Queensland registered 

union could have continued to operate within the federal jurisdiction in competition with the 

NUW national organisation (Interview NUW 3 2014).  The existing Queensland Branch was 

able to sign up a reasonable number of members into the state entity, because of the loyalty of 

members at large sites such as the Golden Circle cannery (Interview NUW 3 2013).  The rather 

confusing position existed where there was a state registered union that availed itself of the 

ability to register in the federal jurisdiction quite independently of its federal organisation.  The 

existence of the two separate organisations also explains the substantial drop in membership 

reflected in the 2010 return to the Queensland Industrial Registrar by the state registered 

organisation that can be seen in Table 7.3.  The lesser figure represents the state registered 

organisation as opposed to the federal organisation. 

 

Notwithstanding the ability of the Queensland Branch to continue to exist at law and the loyalty 

demonstrated by some members, the litigation was finalised by consent.  The massive reduction 

in membership evidenced by the 2010 return to the Queensland Industrial Registrar would have 

undoubtedly made it difficult for the Queensland Branch to continue to operate as it had always 

done.  Faced with such a massive reduction in revenue and therefore resources, the litigants 

representing the state branch made a strategic decision to finalise the matter.  The finalisation 

of the litigation saw the Queensland Branch being subsumed into the General Branch of the 

Union and the deregistration of the State registered union (Interview NUW 1 2013).  The 

complete hand over of the private sector to federal jurisdiction was affected by the Bligh 

Government in 2009 when unincorporated employers were transferred to the Fair Work system 
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by complementary state and federal legislation.  As the only employers remaining in the 

Queensland jurisdiction were the state government and local governments, within which the 

NUW had little coverage and no membership, there was little point for the NUW to remain 

registered in the Queensland jurisdiction. 

 

If it was important to have the Queensland Branch subsumed into the General Branch of the 

union, then the question remains why was it not similarly important for the New South Wales 

(NSW) and Victorian Branches to be likewise subsumed?  As has been seen in both the two 

other case studies in this thesis, the CPSU and FSU removed all branches from the structure 

and developed internal, national structures based on bargaining structures and employers of 

members.  The NSW Branch like the Queensland Branch also had an historical reliance on 

state awards (Interview Belan 2014) and might have been disadvantaged by the hostile takeover 

of the NSW industrial jurisdiction by the Howard Government.  The answer lies in the size, 

performance and power relationships within the NUW.  The NSW Branch has not suffered a 

loss of membership nor have wages and conditions of employment lagged in the traditional 

NUW industries in NSW (Interview Belan 2014).  It is also the case that the NUW is a union 

dominated by its Victorian Branch and it is possible that the restructure represented the further 

entrenchment of the Victorian domination of the union (Interviews NUW 3 2014; Belan 2014).  

One could also speculate that Queensland was seen as a weaker target than the NSW Branch 

having regard to its resources and leadership. 

 

If it was too hard to take over the NSW Branch (and unnecessary to take over the Victorian 

Branch) then why was it so easy for other branches?  The Australian Capital Territory, Northern 

Territory and Tasmanian Branches had already formed part of the General Branch even before 

the restructure.  The Australian Capital Territory, Northern Territory and Tasmania are the least 
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populated Australian jurisdictions by quite a margin.  Both the Australian Capital Territory and 

Tasmania are, by Australian standards, also very small geographically.  Whilst the Northern 

Territory is relatively large geographically, it only has two major cities that would warrant the 

attention of a union official.  The remaining jurisdictions, South Australia and Western 

Australia were not large branches of the NUW.  In many ways South Australia may have been 

run out of Melbourne by virtue of its proximity and the NUW did not have much of a presence 

in the mineral rich state of Western Australia where mining unions dominate the industrial 

landscape, and many state based unions have evolved in isolation of national unions due to the 

remoteness of that state. 

 

An examination of the returns to the Fair Work Commission for the period leading up to the 

restructure is also instructive as to the relative level of opposition from the various branches of 

the NUW.  Figure 7.2 tracks the surplus/deficit of the General (then known as Central) Branch 

as well as the Queensland, South Australian and Western Australian Branches.  The sky blue 

line also tracks the total of all surplus/deficit of the branches that exclude the two major 

branches of NSW and Victoria. 
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Figure 7.2 Surplus/Deficit of NUW Branches (other than NSW and Victoria) 

2003 to 2008 (in $AUD) 

 

 

Source NUW Financial Returns to Fair Work Commission 

 

Throughout this period of time, leading up to the restructure, the South Australian Branch is 

almost exclusively running in deficit.  The 2004 return from the South Australian Branch 

indicated the sale of the building and land.  The following returns for 2005 and 2006 indicated 

deficits in the order of $130,000 and $90,000.  Such deficits may not look excessive to some 

organisations, but with a membership base averaging fewer than 3,000 for that same period, 

the capacity to sustain such a deficit would be questionable.  The 2007 return indicated a 

smaller deficit but also included the payment of around $90,000 in redundancy payments to 

officials of the union.  The South Australian Branch also suffered a 14.3 per cent drop in 

membership during this same period of time.  One or either of the problems facing the South 

Australian Branch may have been acceptable; however the combination of the two is a 

plausible explanation for the restructure. 
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The Western Australian Branch largely operated with small surpluses and deficits up until 

2007.  In 2008 the Western Australian Branch posted a deficit of around $100,000 which again 

is not large unless you take into consideration the potential revenue of the Branch with an 

average of slightly more than 1,000 members during this period.  The larger 2008 Western 

Australian Branch deficit, in combination with a significantly smaller surplus in Queensland 

(the largest of the branches being compared), lead to the total of the smaller branches returning 

to deficit for the first time since 2003.  In 2003 it was again the Queensland Branch deficit that 

resulted in an overall deficit for the total of the smaller branches.  The Queensland Branch had 

been involved in some protracted industrial disputes during 2003 (NUW3 2014; NUW10 

2014).  The audited report filed with the Registrar illustrates the increase in expenditure that 

caused the deficit was accounted for by repairs and maintenance, legal costs, journal production 

and action costs (possibly meaning ancillary expenses associated with picket lines etc.).  This 

type of expenditure, undertaken by the Queensland Branch, is consistent with spending on 

matters to further members’ interests in industrial disputation rather than profligate 

expenditure, financial mismanagement or an issue with insufficient revenue. 

 

The most probable answer to why there was less opposition from the South Australian and 

Western Australian Branches is because of their own parlous economic situation.  Having the 

funds, let alone the inclination, to mount any level of opposition would be problematic for the 

South Australian and Western Australian branches.  The size of these branches contrasts with 

the Queensland Branch that maintained a membership of over 5,000 throughout the same 

period and was able to recover from a substantial deficit in 2003. 
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The Organising Model and the Restructure 
 

As is the subject of much discussion within contemporary industrial relations literature the 

adoption of the organising model is and remains a key strategy for union renewal within 

Australian unions (Bray et al 2005:218; Jerrard and Le Queux 2013:53).  The adoption of the 

organising model is associated with a focus on the workplace and a related change to locus of 

power within unions (Balnave et al 2007:142; Bray et al 2005:218). 

 

A proposal to be tested in this thesis is that the propensity to restructure is in some way linked 

to the adoption of the organising model.  Unlike the other two unions covered by this thesis, 

the NUW is not usually held up as an exemplar of the organising model.  Traditional in its 

approach and sitting on the Right of the Australian Labor Party, the NUW does not demonstrate 

the almost evangelic enthusiasm that is sometimes associated with the organising model.  

Despite this, the NUW does conform with the emphasis on growth that is so fundamental to 

the organising model (Interviews NUW 1 2013; Roberts 2013; Belan 2013; NUW 10 2014).  It 

is also the case that much of the policy prescription associated with the organising model has 

always formed part of the NUW and FSPU modus operandi.  The FSPU had always been 

regarded as a union willing to take industrial action in order to pursue its industrial objectives, 

being somewhat of an inconsistency with its right wing status within the Australian union 

movement that set it quite apart from some of its factional contemporaries.  The FSPU was also 

prolific in its communication with, and empowerment of, its membership (Davis 1981:214; 

Westcott 1999:591).  The FSPU had always enjoyed bargaining and was very adept at obtaining 

industrial gains by direct action at a workplace level (Interviews Roberts 2013; Belan 2014).  

It is perhaps unsurprising that Bill Kelty, being a former official of the FSPU, would champion 

enterprise bargaining as Secretary of the ACTU and a major figure in the Accord with the 

Hawke/Keating Governments.  Moreover the FSPU/NUW traditionally had a collective 
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approach to industrial matters even to such issues as the termination of employment of a union 

member; the “approach when I was at the NUW was that nothing was an individual issue … if 

somebody had something going on at a work place it was dealt with from a collective 

perspective …nothing was dealt with as an individual issue [because] you lost your power” 

(Interview Keys 2014). 

 

Many of the challenges facing the NUW have been identified earlier in this chapter when 

discussing the industries the union covers on a national basis.  Job insecurity, precarious and 

indirect employment and the intensification of work are features of employment within many, 

if not all, of the industries covered by the NUW (Interviews Roberts 2013; NUW 6 2014).  The 

capacity to shift sites to reduce wages and conditions has also been discussed in relation to the 

performance of the Queensland Branch.  The NUW has developed a range of strategies aimed 

at ameliorating the adverse effects of these features of industry for their members.  These 

strategies have been achieved by obtaining concessions from employers in bargaining 

(Interviews Roberts 2013; Belan 2014).  Innovative clauses in collective agreements have made 

it less financially advantageous to use labour hire or casual employment.  Many of these clauses 

were rendered unenforceable by virtue of the WorkChoices legislation and the work that had 

been done to codify the use of labour hire was under threat (Interview Roberts 2013). 

 

The nature of enterprise bargaining in Australia is that of an extremely decentralised structure 

(Dabscheck 1995:86; Harley 2004:348).  This decentralised bargaining structure that is 

mandated by the Fair Work legislation (and its predecessors) prevents the use of protected 

industrial action at an industry level (Bray et al 2005:133; Harley 2004:348).  Consequently, 

industry-level bargaining structures are not feasible without the acquiescence of employers, 

who almost exclusively consider industry level negotiations contrary to their strategic interest.  
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In addition, the site level negotiations associated with enterprise bargaining can mean that work 

can be transferred from one site to another during periods of protected industrial action.  A 

further organising strategy that has been adopted at a national level has been to dovetail the 

end date of agreements, so that national employers are facing the prospect of protected 

industrial action from their employees at all sites at the same time (Interview Roberts 2013).   

 

The structure of the union following the restructure included state-wide organising committees 

established on industry lines (Interview NUW1 2014).  In addition to the other strategic, 

organising developments, the state-wide organising committees lend themselves to the 

development of industry-level standards and union policies on the significant issues facing 

members throughout the industries that have been discussed earlier in this chapter.  The transfer 

of knowledge between members at various work sites assist in developing the strategies to 

defend against attacks on conditions of employment and job security, so common in NUW 

industries. 

 

Historically the NUW/FSPU also relied heavily upon the use of secondary boycotts to enforce 

bargaining outcomes on employers and closed shop arrangements to enrol and maintain 

membership levels (Interviews Roberts 2013; NUW 1 2013; Key 2014).  “There wasn’t really 

a culture of organising in the Queensland Branch, there were traditional arrangements with 

employers, things like payroll deductions” (NUW6 2014).  Whilst secondary boycotts were 

made illegal by section 45D of the Trade Practices Act as early as 1977, it wasn’t until decades 

later that employers were emboldened to take action against unions who took secondary 

boycott action.  In addition the Workplace Relations Act 1996 and the WorkChoices legislation 

introduced stricter penalties for unprotected industrial action.  The Workplace Relations Act 

1996 also made the practice of closed shops illegal which enabled employers to attack the 
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financial basis of the union and to allow for a culture of free-riding amongst potential members 

(Roberts 2013).  It is in this context of firstly the Workplace Relations Act 1996, and later 

WorkChoices, that the work of the NUW (and other unions) became increasingly difficult.  To 

rely upon the practices of the past was no longer viable and the reluctance of the leadership of 

the Queensland Branch to embrace a change to its practices was both an additional enabler as 

well as a motivator of the restructure (Roberts 2013; NUW 1 2013; NUW 6 2014; NUW 10 

2014). 

 

The adoption of strategies aimed at developing an organising agenda goes some way to explain 

the aims of the restructure (Interview NUW 10 2014).  It is debatable, however, as to whether 

the abolition of the Queensland and other branches was necessary in order to obtain these 

organising objectives.  The suggestion might be that the leadership of the Queensland Branch 

was not well disposed towards adopting the revitalisation strategies necessary to ensure the on-

going viability of the union.  Ambitious plans to further the power of the union could not afford 

to be hindered by local leadership not committed to such a process.   The following paragraphs 

examine some of the potential enablers of the restructure, such as technology, and finally 

consider the impact the restructure has had on the democratic nature of the NUW. 
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Technology and the Restructure 
 

The significance of technology to the restructure does not appear to be particularly great in the 

case of the NUW.  This distinguishes the NUW because of the importance technology played 

in both the cases of the FSU and CPSU.  In those unions, the centralising of the membership 

assistance (or servicing) function was a fundamental aspect of the restructure.  Moreover the 

initial criticism of the restructure included a fairly brutal critique of “cyber activism” (Vexnews 

2009).  In the case of the NUW any suggestion or prediction that the union would be more 

remote from its membership would appear to be inaccurate. 

 

In contrast to the glib references that might be found on a blog or website, the in-depth 

interviews undertaken in this research paint a vastly different picture.  Perhaps the blue collar 

nature of the NUW membership means that “cyber activism” was never really an option, with 

many NUW members not necessarily having access to the internet, and most expecting to see 

an organiser when one is required.  Perhaps also the type of critique to be found on a blog says 

more about those people posting the critique, who are by definition “computer-savvy” and see 

this form of communication as assuming an importance that others might not share.  There is 

little doubt that the NUW restructure has relied upon, and in fact been intended to intensify, 

individual and personal contact between the unions’ officials and its members (Interviews 

Roberts 2013; NUW 1 2013). 

 

The NUW has invested in technology and uses that which is available to enhance rather than 

displace organising at the worksite.  To empower delegates, the NUW has made significant 

investment in tools to train delegates (Interview Roberts 2013).  The Brisbane Office that 

previously housed the Queensland Branch is now an important part of the national union’s 

training and IT infrastructure (Interview NUW 1 2013).  Delegates also have access to the 
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NUW Assist data base to provide them with technical support to complement rather than 

replace workplace organising (Interview Roberts 2013).  The use of training facilities and 

videoconferencing allows for union members, as far apart as Perth and Brisbane, to be able to 

participate in real time conversations with respect to matters of mutual interest (Interview 

Roberts 2013). 

 

The use of technology such as Facebook has enabled greater members’ interaction, which is 

intended to result in greater confidence and solidarity between members of the NUW 

(Interview NUW 1 2013).  By being able to support one another in such a spontaneous way, 

workers involved in campaigns and disputes are able to generate solidarity.  Such morale 

boosting support could be crucial for the success of a particular campaign.  At least two 

respondents (Interview NUW 1 2013 and Roberts 2013) stressed that this form of technology 

took place without filters.  If one compares the ability of members to post their opinions on 

Facebook with a journal produced and edited by the Executive of the union, it is clear that 

subject to moderation, that would be necessary to remove obscene and defamatory material, 

the use of Facebook would be far less subject to censorship.  These respondents (Interview 

NUW 1 2013 and Roberts 2013) refer to this as interaction between members without “filters” 

so that union members are able to communicate directly with one another without the 

unnecessary interference of the full time officials. 

 

This objective of empowering union delegates at workplace level is chief amongst those 

objectives that are attributed to the organising model.  It is an interesting rejoinder to the 

primary criticism of the restructure of the NUW that it was undemocratic because it removed 

an elected position of State Secretary and replaced it with a position of State Director appointed 

out of the General Branch office in Melbourne (Interviews NUW3 2014; Belan 2014). 
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A common limitation on the use of technology was identified by almost every respondent and 

is also well documented elsewhere.  That is that the use of technology does not replace face to 

face contact.  Realistic attitudes were demonstrated by rank and file members regarding the 

ability of full time officials to be at their site all of the time (Interviews NUW 7 2014; NUW 8 

2014).  Nonetheless in times when support is needed, particularly in intense disputes and 

significant negotiations there is no substitute for the attendance of an official on site (Interviews 

Belan 2014; NUW7 2014).  The use of the membership assist call centre in Melbourne was 

also reported as being an effective resource by both paid officials (Interviews NUW 1 2013; 

Belan 2014) and rank and file members (Interview NUW 7 2014). 
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The Restructure and the Question of Democracy 
 

A common thread in the literature in relation to union renewal is the precedence placed on 

revitalising the union over the tenure of incumbent officials (Burchielli and Bartham 2009:704; 

Voss and Sherman 2000:309).  In fact one of the policy prescriptions is to remove from office 

officials who are not prepared to embrace a program of union renewal.  The restructure had 

this effect, particularly in the state of Queensland with the abolition of the state branch of the 

union.  The issue of democratisation, it would appear, is in the eye of the beholder and the 

ongoing question to be resolved is whether democracy at every level within the union is more 

important than the level of representation and resources the union provides to its members in 

the pursuit of their industrial aspirations.  Rank and file NUW members who were interviewed 

in this research did not consider the abolition of the state branch to be a particular problem for 

them.  The initial opposition to the restructure, which was driven largely by officials of the 

state registered union, now appears to have dissipated entirely and there is no evidence to be 

found of an ongoing intra-union dispute over the restructure of the NUW, particularly amongst 

rank and file members. 

 

The proponents of the restructure claim that its intention was to, as far as possible, assist the 

members in their self-determination (Interview Roberts 2013). The spoken aims of the 

restructure were in relation to building democracy and union power (NUW 2009; Interview 

Roberts 2013).  Whilst not reaching the same levels of internal centralisation based on 

bargaining structures as the CPSU and FSU, the restructured NUW has developed state 

structures that are based on a state level and are focused on organising (Interviews NUW1 

2013; NUW 7 2014).  The national structures of the employers with which the CPSU and FSU 

dealt at a national level dictated the restructure of those unions along national lines to be able 

to best operate within such a bargaining structure.   
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Responses to the restructure from rank and file interviewees range from enthusiastic support 

(Interview NUW 7 2014) to not noticing any change (Interview NUW8 2014).  Whilst one 

major criticism of the restructure was its supposedly undemocratic nature, one rank and file 

member observation was quite the contrary.  To this member the Queensland Branch before 

the restructure “wasn’t being run in a fair democratic way and we certainly felt left out” 

(Interview NUW7 2014).  According to other members there was a tendency for the 

Queensland Branch to focus on the large, organised sites to the detriment of other members; 

“It was focused on only a couple of sites, in particular Golden Circle” (Interviews NUW6 

2014; NUW10 2014). 

 

The decentralised nature of enterprise bargaining in almost all NUW industries has both 

enabled and required the maintenance of state based structures.  The process of enterprise 

bargaining promotes bargaining at the site level and it is for this reason (and this reason alone) 

that the NUW bargains on a “shed” basis (Interview Roberts 2013). That is because the 

legislation dictates that protected industrial action can only be taken at a site rather than 

industry level, therefore the NUW is compelled to negotiate within such a structure if protected 

industrial action is to be taken by its members.  The state organising committee enables those 

delegates participating in negotiations to keep abreast of developments within their industry 

and to pursue and attempt to enforce union policy for industry standards.  As we have seen in 

the discussion surrounding the industries covered by the NUW, many of the problems facing 

workers in industries such as logistics will be universal.  Employment insecurity and job 

intensification are the result of the use of labour hire, casual employees and even purported 

independent contractors.  Legal and bargaining strategies that are used successfully by union 

members in one site are obviously of interest to workers faced with similar challenges in the 
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same industry.  Moreover, nothing succeeds more than success and the encouragement 

provided to workers by seeing what is possible by organisation and solidarity in pursuit of 

industrial objectives. 

 

The NSW Branch that was not the subject of the restructure would appear to operate in a 

similarly democratic fashion.  Based in Granville, as opposed to most unions in Sussex Street86 

the location of the union office is intended to make it accessible to its members in the more 

working-class/industrial western suburbs (Interview Belan 2014).  As opposed to the ad hoc 

meetings determined by members, the NSW Branch of the NUW holds quarterly delegates 

meetings.  The Branch Committee of Management of the NSW Branch mainly consists of rank 

and file members, being 19 union delegates and an honorary Branch President.  The only paid 

full time officials on the Branch Committee of Management are the two elected officials: the 

Branch Secretary and the Branch Assistant Secretary (Interview Belan 2014).  In addition to 

the strong relationship between the NSW Branch members and leadership, the NSW Branch 

can certainly claim structures that would support it being described as democratically managed. 

 

The restructure was not without its detractors however.  As is evidenced by the extensive 

litigation associated with the restructure, there were considerable resources spent in opposition 

to the restructure.  As previously stated, the primary concern with the restructure was the 

removal of an elected position and its replacement with an appointed position of State Director 

(Interviews NUW3; 2014 Belan 2014).  This concern was that the restructure was in reality a 

power grab that was cloaked as an improvement in structure (Interview NUW 3 2014). To 

some it was of even greater concern how the restructure was managed.  The suggestion of one 

respondent (Interview Belan 2014) was that the restructure was as much about the political 

                                                           
86 Sussex Street is in the Sydney CBD and the location of Unions NSW. 
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manoeuvrings of the national NUW leadership of the union than it was with respect to 

improving the operations of the union. 

 

The view that the national leadership of the union saw the need to take further charge is 

corroborated by the notion that the National Secretary at the time of the restructure was to some 

extent struggling to make his mark on the union.  This suggestion is that the National Secretary 

in question wanted to be seen “as a player of significance in the post-Sword era” (NUW 3 

2014).  Greg Sword had been the secretary that oversaw the NUW’s amalgamation process and 

positioned the NUW as major player within the national Right wing of the ALP.  Sword had 

also followed the almost legendary leadership of labour movement heavyweights such as Bill 

Kelty and Simon Crean. 

 

It is suggested that the Queensland state branch of the NUW was not unpopular with its 

membership (NUW 3 2014).  Similar to the criticism that is often made of the amalgamation 

(particularly the ACTU amalgamation plan in Australia) process within unions (Gahan and 

Bell 1999:8; Griffin 2002:14; Hose and Rimmer 2002:527; Kollmorgen and Naughton 

1991:371; Wooden 2000:33), the restructure was driven from above and not something that the 

rank and file asked for or even wanted (Griffin and Moors 2004:51).  The “push back” against 

the existing NUW Queensland leadership did not come from the rank and file (NUW 3 2014) 

and as we have seen considerable but not universal support was shown for the entity that 

remained Queensland based after the restructure.  This observation also lends itself to a 

suggestion or perception that the restructure was undertaken with less than democratic motives 

or processes.  However, it has also been suggested that the Queensland Branch leadership 

maintained its presence in a small number of highly unionised but shrinking sites and ignored 

potential membership in new and emerging sites and industries where employment was 
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growing in the absence of a union presence (Interviews NUW 6 2014; NUW 10 2014).  It is 

quite probable that this tension would play out between the existing members being quite 

content with a union leadership that was accessible and attuned to that membership’s particular 

needs but unable or unwilling to adapt to the challenges being faced by the NUW and the 

broader union movement.  This tension undoubtedly led to the litigation around the Queensland 

Branch and the differing historical perspectives in relation to the reasons for and impact of the 

restructure. 

 

Rank and file responses indicate greater access to officials of the unions after the restructure 

(Interviews NUW 7 2014; NUW 8 2014).  According to at least one rank and file member the 

restructure had the effect of bringing the membership of the union and its officials closer 

together: “having more organisers here in Brisbane these organisers are all from various work 

sites themselves”.  “From a personal perspective how I can access an organiser, an industrial 

officer, an official it’s much easier much more open…definitely changed for the better since 

the rule change” (Interview NUW7 2014).  NUW 7 is referring to organisers being recruited 

from NUW worksites which he distinguishes from the organisers he described as aloof prior to 

the restructure.  Under the previous state leadership according to this member of the union, 

organisers were not engaged with the membership “the impression they gave …detached from 

it all, disinterested in what our issues were”.  In addition the level of trust is important to this 

union member who felt as if the loyalty of the union official was not necessarily with the 

members, trust “really wasn’t there before…felt it like you were battling the union as well as 

the company”(NUW7 2014). 
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“On a personal level as a site delegate the rule change was the best thing that could have 

happened it was a positive all round despite there being some negativity during the debate…a 

much improved a much better experience all round” (NUW 7 2014). 

 

Those respondents who might be described as having some level of opposition to the 

restructure do make the concession that there may have been a problem that needed to be 

addressed by the restructure (Interviews Belan 2014; NUW 3 2014).  The end result of the 

restructure may not be viewed as being entirely wrong; however the way in which the 

restructure was pursued by the national leadership of the NUW remains the subject of criticism.  

According to the NSW Branch Secretary (Interview Belan 2014) “there was a problem but the 

answer was wrong”.  Another source close to the events considered that the level of litigation 

with its associated waste of money and resources was “far more arduous than should have 

been” (Interview NUW 3 2014). 

 

The restructure that resulted in the virtual abolition of the Queensland Branch can be contrasted 

to that of the FSU and CPSU.  Firstly in the case of the FSU, members of that union are still 

able to elect a branch secretary.  No matter how virtuous the restructure, the inability of 

members to elect a leader in a state the size of Queensland will also render the NUW open to 

the criticism that an important level of democracy has been removed.  Again to contrast the 

NUW with the FSU, the former applied legal strategies to “crash or crash through” whereas 

the latter adopted a pragmatic approach that apparently managed all objections, regardless of 

the time it took. 

 

Of course the difference might also be explained by the way in which politics are played within 

a blue collar union with a history of being a forceful competitor at a national level.  Both 
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industrially and politically the NUW has developed a reputation of “giving no quarter” and it 

may well be that the aggressive nature of the restructure was the only way in which there would 

have been the reform necessary to make the changes necessary for the ongoing viability of the 

union.  The hard-nosed politics of the NUW might well explain the difference as much as the 

polite middle class nature of the FSU and CPSU membership.  Indeed the absence of opposition 

in those unions may even represent a level of apathy that would be more of a concern to the 

NUW than opposition in response to a major restructure.  The strength of the NUW at a state 

level may have explained the level of opposition and litigation but it is probable that 

protagonists of both sides could use this factor in support of its arguments.  Moreover, Table 

7.2 demonstrates some flattening of NUW membership in recent years with national 

membership remaining in the order of 71,000.  This statistical correction may indicate some 

success in stemming the loss of membership by the NUW.  Taking decades to bring about the 

restructure may not enabled the corrective action that the NUW has undertaken. 
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Conclusion 
 

Much is written about the decline in union membership and the impact this has on the relevance 

of unions.  In a self-fulfilling prophesy, legislative and political restraints are placed on unions 

to prevent them from asserting their influence and their members’ economic power by 

traditional means.  In turn, the impact of these restraints on unions are seen by potential 

members of the unions as being impotent and a savage circle of decreasing relevance ensues. 

 

It is against this backdrop that the NUW like many other Australian unions faced a sustained 

and concerning decline in membership levels.  A number of traditionally unionised industries 

have been the subject of substantial technological change and restructure which has meant less 

employment and by definition union membership.  But unlike some unions, not all of the 

industries in which the NUW operates are declining.  In some industries, domestically 

employed labour simply can’t be replaced by imports or technology and the NUW’s strategic 

presence in industries such as logistics means that there is growing employment and growing 

union membership potential. 

 

The problem for the NUW was that the decline in membership was not being consistently 

addressed by recruitment and organising within these growth industries in all Australian 

jurisdictions.  The flight of capital from Victoria to Queensland could not continue to be 

tolerated by the NUW.  It was costing the jobs of NUW members in Melbourne and allowing 

for the relative exploitation of workers in Queensland.  The existing leadership of the 

Queensland Branch was quite understandably wedded to the servicing of existing members 

rather than organising new members but this was not acceptable to those who held the ultimate 

power within the NUW as a national organisation.  Those who held the power within the 

national organisation sought to exercise it in order to rectify the imbalance between existing 
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and potential membership.  Whist there has been some criticism of the way in which that power 

was exercised, there appears to be a broad consensus of its necessity. 

 

The transfer of industrial regulation of the private sector from the state jurisdictions to the 

federal jurisdiction is linked to the restructure in a number of ways.  Unlike the CPSU, whose 

members had always been federally regulated, and the FSU, whose members have now been 

federally regulated for over half a century, the NUW and its predecessors had a substantial 

presence in state jurisdictions.  When this presence evaporated so did a significant justification 

for the state branch.  It also provided the NUW with a launch pad for coverage in industries 

that it would have been more difficult to cover in the state jurisdiction.  Nowhere were these 

features as pronounced as Queensland where there was a strong reliance on the state 

jurisdiction, coupled with a perceived inactivity around organising new worksites.  

Technological advances have enabled a reorganisation of roles within the NUW, as in the case 

of other unions covered by this thesis, to enable a greater focus on organising at a branch level 

and servicing, such as the answering of routine enquiries, to be undertaken at a national level.  

Such a restructure also provides economies of scale by removing the need for the replication 

of these services in every jurisdiction.  A tendency to this type of centralisation is also 

stimulated by the removal of state jurisdictions and the need for specialist knowledge of 

jurisdictional idiosyncrasies within the various states and territories of Australia.  In other 

words, a central call centre can answer anyone’s question no matter where they live. 

 

A number of strategies have been adopted by Australian unions to counter and adapt to 

declining membership.  Increasingly, unions faced with national employers will need to operate 

on national lines and in this regard the structures put in place by the NUW are somewhat similar 

to those adopted by the CPSU and FSU.  Enterprise bargaining also means that union members 
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will increasingly have more in common with their colleagues interstate who are employed by 

the same employer than they will with their neighbours who are employed by another 

employer.  To bargain effectively with national employers, the ability to shift vast resources 

where they are needed throughout the country is evidently a driver of the need for restructure.  

There are a number of comparisons and contrasts between those unions and the respective 

restructures they undertook.  To further consider the apparent centralisation of functions within 

the three unions, the following chapter is devoted to a discussion of the features and prerequisite 

conditions that led to some remarkably similar outcomes in some dissimilar organisations. 
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Discussion 
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Introduction 
 

This chapter sets out the findings from the various case studies of the CPSU, FSU and NUW.  

The remarkable similarity of the centralisation of functions within these unions was a particular 

source of interest.  The research question “what has given rise to the centralisation of functions 

within three Australian unions?” is answered in this chapter.  The NUW differs somewhat 

from the other two white-collar unions and those differences are significant for considering the 

research question.  A brief comparison to some other Australian unions demonstrates the 

immediate limitations on the concept of centralisation having greater general application.  The 

chapter continues by considering the five central themes that have emerged from the research: 

the necessity for declining membership to motivate centralisation of power; the inextricable 

link of the restructuring to the adoption of the organising model as a renewal strategy; the 

impact that control of the Australian industrial relations system by the Commonwealth has on 

unions in the context of renewal strategies; the associated implications for union governance; 

and the way in which technology enables the centralisation of function.  The following section 

of this chapter provides a brief outline of those major findings. 

 

Findings of the Research 
 

Firstly, by definition, if we are concerned with union renewal strategies, it is implied that a 

union contemplating centralising functions is faced with a decline in union membership and/or 

does not have extensive centralised functions within that union already.  So the adoption of 

centralisation, like many other renewal strategies is contingent upon a loss of membership and 
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the absence of a pre-existing, heavily centralised union.  It was noted in Chapter 4 that the three 

largest Australian unions, the ANMF, the AEU and the SDA were left virtually unaltered by 

virtue of the amalgamation process that took place amongst Australian unions in the late 1980s 

and early 1990s.  It follows that in the absence of any imminent loss of membership to those 

organisations, it is unlikely that they would adopt a process of renewal by way of centralisation.  

Discussion concerning falling union membership is contained later in this chapter. 

 

A second finding is that the restructures are inextricably linked to the adoption of the organising 

model by the unions in question.  As is evidenced by Chapter 2, splitting the functions of 

organising and servicing is advocated by the literature concerning the organising model.  By 

ridding the organiser of the time consuming and often individual (as opposed to collective) 

issues associated with servicing, the organiser is free to develop the union at a workplace level, 

empower union members and recruit or develop workplace delegates with the ability to recruit 

new union members.  This process enables the respective unions to continue to exist within an 

adverse climate that shows no signs of abating into the future.  The centralisation of functions 

allows those servicing duties to be performed in one location for the entire union, a factor 

assisted by the extension of the federal jurisdiction at the expense of state jurisdictions and the 

use of modern technology.  This centralised servicing function also has the positive 

consequences of providing greater quality control over advice provided to members and 

obtaining economies of scale by not having to duplicate resources in every state branch.  This 

is particularly the case where such economies of scale were not affected by the amalgamation 

process.  This finding is discussed under the heading ‘the organising model and the restructure’. 
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A third finding is that the previously mentioned extension of the federal jurisdiction by the 

Howard Government is an accelerant to the process of centralising functions and powers within 

unions.  The use of the Corporations Power by the Howard Government to introduce 

WorkChoices was without precedent and its consequences far–reaching.  Given the momentous 

shift that was brought about by this jurisdictional change, there is surprisingly little in the way 

of academic research into its impacts.  This thesis goes some way to considering the 

implications of perhaps the most crucial turning point in Australian employment regulation 

since federation.  It is not merely the use of another head of power but a transformation that 

brings with it changes to the nature of industrial relations and, even the concept of federation, 

forever.  This finding is discussed under the heading ‘the impact of federal regulation’. 

 

Closely linked to the third finding is that the jurisdictional composition post-WorkChoices era 

has profound implications for union governance in Australia.  It is in the context of this finding 

that the most perturbing implications for the on-going viability of unions are to be found.  The 

same criticisms of the amalgamation process that took place in the late 1980s and early 1990s 

in Australian unions have been applied to this process of centralised functions.  Centralisation 

of functions is the geographic equivalent of the dilution of occupational solidarity attributed to 

union amalgamation.  There is a definite risk of oligarchic tendencies where power consolidates 

in a central location.  Even the perception of matters that are important to union members in 

regional areas being shelved by capital city paid officials will be contradictory to objectives set 

by other renewal strategies, in particular the organising model.  However, what is more 

important than any rule change or union structure is the culture that permeates a union.  A 

culture of allowing union members to make decisions and empowering them through education 

will be the best defence against any oligarchic tendency.   
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Finally, modern technology has enabled centralisation.  Quite obviously the capacity to provide 

expert advice from one location for every member of a union is assisted by the technology and 

has important implications for the future of service provision by national unions.  Technology 

enables this centralisation but does replace the most crucial element of unionism: the 

interaction of human beings.  A brief discussion follows under the heading ‘the use of 

technology’. 

 

Before attending to the specific findings of the research, the next section is devoted to some 

observations of the case studies.  Whilst this material is largely historical in nature, it goes 

someway to contextualising the findings and the further discussion.   It also provides additional 

explanation surrounding the NUW that, as been otherwise noted, is not the subject of much 

academic enquiry.  By comparison, the other two unions (CPSU and FSU) and their 

predecessors have almost proven to be a fascination amongst academics.  It is hoped that a 

discussion about the NUW, including that contained in Chapter 7, might prompt further inquiry 

into this powerful, yet enigmatic, union with such a long and colourful history. 
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Observations of the Case Studies 
 

In almost every relevant criteria, the NUW differs from both the CPSU and the FSU.  Other 

than the NUW and FSU both operating exclusively in the private sector, the CPSU and FSU 

are the most similar.  To give context to the analysis of the data chapters, it is useful to go in 

to some detail as to these significant differences. 

 

One conspicuous distinction between the NUW and the other two unions is its political 

affiliation.  The NUW is a long-term “fixture” within the traditionally powerful, Right-wing 

Labor Unity faction within the Australian Labor Party (ALP).  The NUW has produced a large 

number of industrial and political “heavy weights” within the Australian labour movement.  By 

contrast, the CPSU and FSU are recent affiliates to ALP and, interestingly both are factionally 

aligned to the Left of the ALP.  In the case of the FSU, its predecessor unions were renowned 

for the conservative orientation of their membership and actually campaigned against Labor 

Governments at various stages for fear of nationalisation of banking and insurance industries.  

The CPSU had traditionally been apolitical in the same way as its membership would, in 

accordance with the Westminster tradition, serve the government of the day without fear or 

favour.  By virtue of its long-standing political affiliations, the NUW has exerted considerably 

more political influence than the other two unions, particularly when Labor governments are 

in power.  The most conspicuous evidence of the political influence of the NUW predecessor, 

the FSPU, was the role played by its former officials in the Accord era of the Hawke and 

Keating governments in the 1980s and 1990s.  The factional alignment of the NUW is also 

noteworthy given its adoption of the organising model which would ordinarily be associated 

more with unions from the Left.  The fact that a Right-Wing union has adopted the organising 

model demonstrates the extent of its currency within the union movement, as well as the 
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traditionally militant nature of the NUW and its membership.  Over time, and with a declining 

membership base, it is obvious that affiliation to the ALP has recently become attractive to the 

white collar unions in a way it has always been for the blue collar NUW and its predecessors 

such as the FSPU.  In the case of the FSU, affiliation with the ALP might be an easier 

proposition in the post closed-shop era, as a significant number of members in the closed shop 

era would have been politically conservative87.  Presumably conservative-voting employees 

resigned from or failed to join the FSU at a greater rate than would be the case for Labor-voting 

employees in the finance sector.  It therefore follows that of those employees eligible for 

membership of the FSU, the ones who would be most opposed to affiliation with the ALP are 

the least likely to be members of the FSU.  Under a closed shop arrangement, all employees 

are members of the union, regardless of their political persuasion and it is a reasonable 

assumption that conservative voting employees would oppose, most vocally, affiliation with 

the ALP.  The sustained attacks from conservative governments on the CPSU and its members 

have provided that union with the motivation to shed its historical inclination to remain 

disconnected from party politics. 

 

The blue collar nature of the NUW’s membership might be the single most significant 

distinguishing factor between it and the other unions being studied in this thesis.  Easy entry 

into NUW-covered occupations has meant that employees have little bargaining strength of 

their own and have long been vulnerable to jobs losses due to technological change.  The use 

of labour hire arrangements, with its associated high incidence of casual employment, has been 

a recent cause of precarious employment within NUW coverage.  Low rates of pay and job 

insecurity have been perennial issues for the semi-skilled members of the NUW and union 

                                                           
87 It is presumed that conservative voters are less likely to join a union but this question is beyond the scope of 

this thesis.  Nonetheless it might be a worthwhile topic of further research. 
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membership has provided the means by which union members can fight against the poverty 

caused by low wages and job insecurity. 

 

The NUW, and its predecessors, have always been associated with a very robust industrial 

strategy.  The use of industrial action has always been and continues to be at the heart of the 

industrial strategies of the NUW and its predecessors.  The use of secondary boycotts, which 

contravene federal law and render the union liable for penal sanctions and damages, are not 

unheard of in disputes involving the NUW.  In this regard, the CPSU and FSU have been 

involved in campaigns that included taking industrial action but these campaigns were in fact 

notable because those unions took industrial action.  In the late 1960s and 1970s, predecessors 

of both the FSU, the ABEU and then later the CPSU, the ACOA took industrial action for the 

first time in their respective histories.  In the case of the ABEU it was seen as a watershed 

change to the union’s leadership and its membership.  In the case of ACOA, the taking of 

industrial action was interpreted as the breakdown of the relationship between the Fraser 

Government88 and its own workforce in circumstances where employment security was taken 

away from that workforce.  The 2013 election of a conservative government in Australia has 

seen the re-emergence of industrial action as a strategy to be adopted by the CPSU.  Industrial 

action was taken by CPSU in response to government wages policy in several commonwealth 

agencies in 2015 (Workplace Express 2015).  Levels of union membership would provide the 

FSU with serious difficulty in organising industrial action in a contemporary setting, and as a 

result other forms of campaigning are adopted by the FSU. 

 

                                                           
88 1975 - 1983 
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All of the predecessors of the CPSU and FSU would have been aptly described as relying on 

the arbitration system for obtaining benefits for members.  In the case of the CBOA, that union 

did not even have to run cases within industrial tribunals and was able to rely upon an 

agreement with the Commonwealth Bank that automatically flowed on any increases gained 

by the ABEU in arbitration.  Interviews with NUW respondents Roberts (2013) and Belan 

(2014) describes the NUW as always being good and willing bargainers.  As discussed 

elsewhere throughout this thesis, the reliance on arbitral tribunals and institutional support such 

as closed shops or preference in employment in Australia led to a strong culture of servicing, 

rather than organising amongst Australian unions.  The NUW and its predecessors however 

preferred the use of direct negotiations with employers rather than relying upon the arbitral 

tribunals, a practice only adopted by the ABEU in the 1970s.  The NUW, it would have been 

predicted, was in a better position to transition to a system of enterprise bargaining more 

smoothly than CPSU and FSU.  Similarly, the NUW would arguably be better equipped to 

handle the changing attitude of Australian employers that manifested itself in the 1990s and 

has remained ever since. 

 

Less than universal coverage of industries covered by the NUW sets it apart from the CPSU 

and FSU.  The potential competition for membership that is associated with this less than 

universal coverage in a number of industries has implications for demarcation disputes and the 

NUW’s relationship with other unions.  The CPSU exclusively covers the vast majority of 

employees employed by the Australian government.  Whilst other unions cover employees who 

are employed by the Commonwealth Government, they would be generally in quite distinct 

areas of employment such as the Australian Federal Police.  The most prevalent potential for 

disputed coverage for the CPSU is where that union follows members into the private sector 

by virtue of some service being contracted out or privatised.  Likewise the FSU has almost total 
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coverage within the finance sector.  Traditionally there was the potential for disputation with 

the Australian Services Union, and its predecessor the Federated Clerks Union, as a result of 

that union covering credit unions and building societies in some state jurisdictions.  A 

combination of the blurring of the lines with respect to various financial institutions, some 

litigation concerning coverage of financial institutions and the transfer of all incorporated 

employers to the national system, appears to have brought about a total coverage of the finance 

sector by the FSU.  Conversely, the NUW has incomplete coverage at both industry level and 

within geographic locations.  Respondents mentioned ongoing battles with the SDA and TWU 

in the warehousing and logistics industries.  In addition, the expansion of the federal 

jurisdiction has enabled the NUW entry into its national industries that it had been denied by 

the coverage of other unions in state jurisdictions.  Demarcation disputes are time consuming, 

expensive and usually do little to enhance the public perception of unions.  Involvement in 

demarcation disputes is a distraction that is not helpful to a union struggling to maintain its 

membership levels but reflects unions not willing to give ground on coverage in the context of 

diminishing membership. 

 

As is discussed in Chapter 7, there was significant litigation in the case of the NUW restructure 

whereas the other two unions achieved restructures without a great deal of public argument.  

By contrast the CPSU restructure was effected in three phases commencing in 1996, coinciding 

with the election of the Howard Government, and concluding in 2005, coinciding with the 

introduction of the WorkChoices legislation.  In the case of the FSU, the twenty-first century 

restructure was said to give full effect to an amalgamation process that had technically been 

meant to conclude in the early 1990s. 
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The NUW has also been associated with a range of industries that continue to provide vastly 

different industrial outcomes for members in those industries.  Industries in which the union 

membership has been dense and employers have been more vulnerable to industrial action, 

such as the oil and cold storage industries continue to provide good wages and conditions for 

NUW members.  Alternatively, emerging industries covered by the NUW such as call centres 

are harder to organise and the union faces greater employer resistance to its organising and 

bargaining efforts.  By contrast, challenges throughout the finance and public sectors are quite 

similar for the FSU and CPSU respectively. 

 

One of the anticipated failures of the amalgamation process was the diminution of occupational 

solidarity within amalgamated unions (Gill and Griffith 1981).  Perhaps the ongoing 

membership increases demonstrated by occupationally-based, professional unions that will be 

graphically demonstrated in figure 8.3, add some credence to this criticism.  The NUW would 

have the least occupational solidarity of all of the unions covered by this thesis because of the 

range of industries in which that union operates.  The NUW seems, however to have overcome 

any such problem with the development of industry-based state and national campaign 

committees and by the use of technology and in particular social media.  As seen in Chapter 7, 

the #OccupyTingalpa dispute demonstrated the capacity of the NUW to use social media to 

garner support for and solidarity amongst its divergent membership.  The success of the 

Tingalpa industrial campaign was used as template for the Dandenong dispute with 

International Flavors and Fragrances. 

 

There is some convergence with respect to the unions covered by this thesis and it is this point 

that is at the very core of this thesis.  The convergence has been caused by, amongst other 
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matters, the expansion of the federal jurisdiction following WorkChoices.  The fact that the 

NUW head office is in Melbourne and most of its central industries are located in Victoria also 

means that the most significant aspects of that union operated within the federal jurisdiction 

for some time. 

 

Low pay, technological change and job insecurity might have once been more a threat to the 

semi-skilled blue-collar members of the NUW than white collar employees in the finance and 

public sectors.  The structural change to industry and the application of broader neo-Liberal 

policies have meant that some of the less appealing aspects of employment insecurity are 

shared by CPSU and FSU members.  The combination of all of these factors and the deleterious 

impact it has had on union membership, has also resulted in the adoption of the organising 

model and top down approaches to restructure the respective unions to give effect to the 

organising model’s strategies.  The following sections of this chapter consider the five findings 

at the beginning of this Chapter and what, if any, implications that has for the broader 

Australian union movement. 
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Falling Membership and Union Renewal Strategies 
 

Declining Union Membership 

 

A substantial part of this thesis is devoted to the decline in membership suffered by Australian 

unions generally, and specifically the unions that are covered by this thesis.  It is a clear finding 

of all of the data chapters that declining union membership is perhaps the single most 

significant factor leading towards the adoption of a restructuring process, which is itself a 

renewal strategy.  It is self-evident that the need to renew would only be required in the case 

of declining membership but it is instructive to consider the extent of the decline in relative 

terms. 

 

As we now know, a substantial and on-going decline in membership has been experienced by 

all of the unions covered by this thesis.  Figure 8.1 outlines the relative dimensions of the 

decline.  The CPSU experienced a concerning 55.1 per cent reduction and the NUW some 29.8 

per cent.  Both of these pale into insignificance compared to the massive decline suffered by 

the FSU.  Figure 8.1 is a bar graph that simply represents the percentage change to membership 

in total numbers, from the height of union membership following amalgamation, for all of the 

three unions covered by this thesis. 

 

To provide some context to the membership decline of the CPSU, FSU and NUW, the 

following graph sets out the negative growth in membership for the two decades from 1994 to 
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2013 along with the decline in all members of unions.  The year 1994 was chosen as the point 

from which to compare relative membership levels, because it represents the year when all 

three unions had completed their amalgamation process and subsequently had their highest 

levels of union membership.   The year 2013 is the most recent ABS data available (for the 

comparison with all unions) at the time of writing this thesis. 

 

Figure 8.1 Membership Movement % 1994 to 2013 

 

Source Returns to Fair Work Commission as recorded in Tables 5.1, 6.2 and 7.1. 

The data for all unions is derived from ABS catalogue 6310.0 Employee Earnings, Benefits and Trade Union Membership, Australia August 
2013. 

 

It is noteworthy that all of the unions, to some extent or another, have suffered losses in excess 

of that attributed to the total population of union members.  This loss of membership goes some 

way to explaining the need for change within these unions. 

 

This stark graphic representation is also progressively replicated for these three unions over 

time.  The decline has been gradual for all three unions, however the rate and extent of decline 
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varies markedly.  Total membership that is set out in the membership tables in the respective 

data chapters have been graphically arranged for the period from 1992 to 2014 in figure 8.2. 

 

Figure 8.2 Total Membership in CPSU, FSU & NUW 1992 to 2014 

 

 

Source returns to Fair Work Commission 

 

The most substantial decline in membership suffered by the FSU is vividly demonstrated by 

the red line which indicates a membership of almost 120,000 when the amalgamation process 

was completed, making the FSU the largest of the three unions in 1994.  Consistent declining 

membership has resulted in the FSU becoming the smallest of the three unions, by quite a 

margin, with a membership base of fewer than 40,000 in 2014. 

 

The CPSU also suffered a rapid decline in the 1990s, the reasons for which are discussed at 

length in Chapter 5 of this thesis.  Unsurprisingly, the free fall of CPSU and FSU membership 
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coincides with the election of the Howard Government in 1996, where a pre-existing trend of 

decline is exacerbated by the changing industrial, legal and political landscape of that time.  As 

we know from Chapter 5, the decline in CPSU membership is not merely a reduction in density 

but also representative of the neo-Liberal policies of the Howard Government including 

privatisation, outsourcing and a generally shrinking public sector.  Once declining below 

60,000, the CPSU membership has stabilised to some extent and, in some years, has actually 

experienced moderate growth. 

 

The NUW decline in membership is obviously of concern to that union but in relative terms 

the NUW has gone from being the smallest of the three unions in 1992 to being the largest by 

a considerable margin in 2014.  It is possible that when one considers the reasons for decline, 

as is done throughout the various data chapters, to postulate that the NUW did not start from 

what might be described as an artificially high base.  The removal of closed shops and 

associated aspects of the Workplace Relations Act 1996 had an impact on all unions and union 

membership generally, but it did not have as dramatic an impact on the NUW as it did on the 

other two unions.  The existence of workplace structures for unions has elsewhere been 

described as providing the best defence against the loss of membership (Peetz and Pocock 

2009), and the pre-existing NUW structures and methods are consistent with such a notion.  In 

Chapter 7, comments attributed to NUW respondent Keys, at page 366, discuss the collective 

nature of matters that the NUW predecessor, the FSPU, achieved at workplace level.  

Moreover, the evidence of NUW respondents Belan and Roberts at page 365 in Chapter 7 is 

that the FSPU primarily used the method of obtaining industrial gains by direct action at a 

workplace level. 
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To provide some comparative observation, the membership of nine selected Australian unions 

is tracked for the twenty-first century in Figure 8.3.  The purpose of this graphic is to 

demonstrate that not all Australian unions are suffering the acute decline being experienced by 

the three unions covered by this thesis.  A number of large private sector unions such as the 

Shop, Distributive and Allied Employees Association (SDA); Transport Workers' Union of 

Australia (TWU89) and Australasian Meat Industry Employees Union (AMIEU) have stable 

levels of membership.  The multi-industry Australian Workers Union (AWU) experienced an 

increase in membership, attributed to a strategy described by former National Secretary Paul 

Howes as picking low-hanging fruit90 (Workplace Express 2011c) up until 2012, and has 

subsequently lost members in the last two years of the period covered by figure 8.3.  Unions 

representing Nurses: the Australian Nursing and Midwifery Federation (ANMF); Teachers: 

Australian Education Union (AEU); and Police Officers: the Police Federation of Australia 

(PFA) have continued to grow throughout this period.  The multi-industry United Voice (UV) 

and Australian Manufacturing Workers' Union (AMWU) have suffered steady declines; the 

latter almost linear decline would be attributable to the decline in manufacturing and heavy 

industry in Australia over the same period.  The AMWU and UV are considering amalgamation 

with one another in response to an ongoing decline in membership (Workplace Express 2016). 

  

                                                           
89 The TWU recorded a substantial increase (14.2%) in members for the 12 months to 2013 which appears 

anomalous in the context of general levels of union membership 
90 By this strategy “low hanging fruit” describes the workplaces where the AWU had some but not complete 

membership with a view to increasing density where the union already has a presence. 
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Figure 8.3 Total Membership nine selected Australian Unions  

 

Source: Returns to Fair Work Commission 

 

Because declining membership is one of the driving factors behind the need to restructure, it is 

assumed that a number of unions will not be inclined to undertake such a restructure.  In 

particular, unions such as the ANMF, AEU and PFA have strong state-based organisations that 

largely or exclusively deal with state and territory Governments.  The rate of growth of the 

ANMF is substantial, particularly in the context of declining membership elsewhere.  Unions 

that have a significant presence within state jurisdictions who incidentally are increasing their 

membership will be under no pressure to restructure.  Other unions such as probable 

amalgamation partners UV and the AMWU already have strong federally-based unions and 

have not suffered membership losses at the alarming rate of the FSU.  The potential AMWU 

and UV amalgamation is in pursuit of the ongoing financial viability of the combined union in 

the face of declining membership (Workplace Express 2016). 
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Common Historical Factors behind the Decline in Membership 

 

Chapter 4 sets out the historical context in which Australian trade unionism has faced 

challenges that are particular to those historical circumstances.  The removal of institutional 

support for Australian trade unions contributed to the decline in membership that now seems 

inevitable, given the massive changes to industrial relations systems and structures.  A reliance 

on the system of arbitration, as we have seen in Chapters 2 and 4 failure to adapt to a changing 

environment is attributed, to some extent, to a decline in union membership.  The ACOA had 

a long history of support for the system of conciliation and arbitration in Australia (Dickenson 

1982:132).  Early unionisation in the banking industry was attributable to the arbitration system 

and prior to federal regulation that occurred in the 1960s for banking state tribunals in 

Queensland and New South Wales were very favourable for union membership (Hill 1983:92; 

Murphy 1979:60; Manning and Manning 1989:109).  Even the more historically militant 

NUW, and its predecessors, relied upon the arbitration system for its automatic recognition and 

access to tribunals to complement its industrial campaigns.  Industrial disputes in the various 

industries covered by the NUW’s predecessors often triggered arbitrated outcomes and/or 

ratified agreements reached with employers. 

 

In addition to the system of arbitration that provided Australian unions with recognition and 

legal protection, employers historically adopted a passive and sometimes benevolent attitude 

to unions.  Large areas of employment now covered by the FSU were once covered by in-house 

staff associations like the AMP Staff Association and CBOA (Interview Schroder 2013).  

Closed shop arrangements existed in the finance sector for most of the 1970s and 1980s.   
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For most of the twentieth century, all of the unions covered by this thesis had a favourable 

political and industrial environment.  The post war prosperity and consensus for the system of 

industrial arbitration allowed unions to prosper.  The NUW and its predecessors have a history 

of being a militant union within some strategic positions in industry.  Workers in semi-skilled 

work have adopted aggressive industrial tactics to achieve relatively good rates of pay in 

heavily unionised sites (Interview Belan 2014).  Similar tactics were also applied to recruitment 

of members by the NUW.  The NUW relied upon a range of industrial strategies to ensure that 

union membership was maximised by virtue of closed shop agreements that required all 

employees to become and remain financial members of the union (Interview Keys 2014). 

 

In Chapter 4, significant changes to the Australian industrial landscape were outlined.  It is 

reasonable to say that all of the unions covered by this thesis were impacted upon by these 

momentous events.  As is noted in Chapter 4, the 1977 legislation banning secondary boycotts 

did not impact immediately but was symptomatic of a shift towards a less union-friendly 

legislative regime. 

 

The election of the Hawke Government was a welcome reprieve to the union movement from 

the agenda that was developing under the Fraser Government, and a shield from the more 

vociferous conservative agenda, that was evident in the UK under the Thatcher Government 

and the USA under the Reagan Government.  Nonetheless, a range of neo-Liberal reforms were 

introduced in Australia in the 1980s that would impact upon all Australian unions.  

Simultaneous with this economic reform, was a corporatist pact between the ACTU and the 

ALP Government known as the Accord.  The corporatist era was the subject of criticism 
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because of a perception that unions forwent too many claims and thereby union leadership 

became alienated from the membership.  Enterprise Bargaining was introduced in the early 

1990s as the primary source of wage settlement in Australia.  This shift was motivated, amongst 

other reasons, in order to appease the militant unions and their members who were restrained 

from making claims by the Accord.  It is now history that enterprise bargaining has been 

problematic for Australian unions and may well have further contributed to the continued 

decline in membership as unions struggled with the resources required to effectively operate in 

such a decentralised system.  The associated bargaining structures are a relevant factor in 

determining unions’ structures, particularly for those unions facing national employers. 

 

The Howard Government accelerated the decentralisation of wage setting and simultaneously 

removed considerable institutional support for unions generally, through legislative 

amendment.  This specifically affected the CPSU.  Right of entry for union officials was made 

more difficult by the legislation and such provisions were enforced rigorously by 

commonwealth agencies under direction from government.  Changing attitudes from 

employers and governments were experienced and in particular the inability to “close a shop” 

following the Workplace Relation Act 1996, made organising for the NUW increasingly 

difficult (Interview Roberts 2013).  The continued decline of employment in the manufacturing 

sector became a feature of the Howard Government and this structural change worked in 

combination with the removal of institutional support for unions which combined to reduce the 

NUW levels of membership in its traditional sphere (Interview Keys 2014). 

 

As is stated elsewhere, the amalgamation process amongst Australian unions did not provide 

the bulwark against the tide of economic, political and industrial vicissitudes facing the 
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Australian trade union movement.  Knowing these changes were coming was one thing but 

being able to adapt seems to be quite a different story.  As has been discussed throughout this 

thesis, the next major strategic decision made by Australian unions was the adoption of the 

organising model.  The preceding chapters have demonstrated that all of the unions covered by 

this thesis have adopted the organising model and that their subsequent restructures are 

inextricably linked with that model. 
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The Organising Model and the Restructure 
 

As we note in Chapter 2, a crisis of membership is a necessary prerequisite for the adoption of 

the organising model (Cooper 2001:423; Lund and Wright 2009:52).  In all three unions, the 

decline that immediately followed the amalgamation process was exacerbated by the legislative 

change championed by the Howard Government and associated attitudes adopted by employers 

in light of the new legislative regime.  As figure 8.1 demonstrates, the only thing that varied 

between the three unions was the rate at which membership declined.  Following the on-going 

decline in membership, all three unions have adopted the organising model.  At least in the 

case of the CPSU and FSU, the ACTU document Unions@Work (ACTU 2001) was 

instrumental in guiding the adoption of the organising model (Interviews CPSU 8 2011; 

Schroder 2013).  The Unions@Work document advocates restructuring in such a way as to 

promote the objectives of the organising model, so it is not surprising that ACTU affiliates 

have adopted consistent strategies. 

 

We also note from Chapters 2 and 4, that internal opposition to the adoption of the organising 

model is both normal and to be expected.  Paid officials who ride the metaphoric “white 

horse”91 have difficulty adjusting to a model that builds union power within the workplace.  

This changing operation of the union requires officials to radically adapt and such operational 

modifications may be at the expense of the status or even the employment of paid officials.  In 

an Australian context, this legislative and attitudinal change also coincided with the 

                                                           
91 White horse is a reference to a union official solving problems for members rather than building power at the 

workplace 
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diminishing powers of tribunals to intervene in the employment relationship.  As stated earlier, 

all of the unions had relied upon tribunals to varying extents, even if it was in relation to the 

automatic recognition the arbitration system provided.  Members, particularly those in highly 

unionised work sites, had grown used to regular visits from officials, whether those visits were 

a necessity or not.  Union leaders were naturally quite sensitive to the opinions held by union 

members and delegates at these highly unionised sites because of their ability to influence the 

outcome of a leadership ballot. 

 

Associated with the concentration of visits to highly unionised sites was the practice of 

“servicing” the membership by organisers.  Whilst keeping the existing membership content, 

the continued servicing of existing members was doing nothing to grow the union or even keep 

pace with the decline in membership (Griffin and Moors 2004:45; Pocock 1998:20).  The 

Golden Circle cannery represented the NUW’s largest single worksite in Australia, let alone 

Queensland.  Chapter 7 outlines the concern from the NUW national office that a number of 

emerging industries were being ignored by the existing leadership of the Queensland Branch.  

The incapacity of, or refusal by, the existing leadership to embrace renewal strategies 

undoubtedly played a part in the decision to abolish the Queensland Branch of the NUW and 

centralise its functions into the General Branch.  Likewise the heavy reliance of the CPSU on 

arbitral tribunals made the transition to an organising approach difficult for some officials who 

had come from an industrial background.  Some of the CPSU respondents identified themselves 

as being unable to fit the new organising methods being adopted by the CPSU.  FSU 

respondents tell the story of the decades it took to give full effect to the amalgamation process.  

The Commonwealth Bank Division of the union, which had emerged from the in-house 

association, the CBOA, outlived the Commonwealth Bank being owned by the 

Commonwealth.  Moreover, respondents spoke of the former officials of a staff association 
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being least equipped to cope in the hostile environment in which the FSU now operated.  The 

FSU also experienced contested national elections that were fought and won on the pace and 

direction towards the adoption of an organising approach by the national organisation. 

 

The decline in the power of tribunals was the result of the introduction of enterprise bargaining 

as the primary means of setting wages and conditions in the Australian industrial relations 

system.  Enterprise bargaining was problematic for the CPSU which lacked the industrial 

muscle to compel the employer to bargain, and the measurement of productivity was difficult 

in an industry in which effective service rather than efficiency was paramount (O’Donnell and 

O’Brien 2008:633; Interview Moore 2011).  The FSU struggled with recognition as the major 

banks refused to bargain, and instituted HRM policies intended upon union avoidance.  Even 

the NUW, a union with a long history of bargaining struggled with the resources needed for 

enterprise bargaining and the restrictions on union right of entry and taking industrial action.  

Chapter 7 identifies the struggles the NUW had in keeping conditions standard within 

industries, and even the same employer, within the decentralised enterprise bargaining 

framework.  When engaging major national employers, it is essential that resources are able to 

be strategically allocated where they are needed.  A “seven-headed monster92” being controlled 

by state secretaries is not as able to adapt or be controlled from a central level.  When national 

campaigns are the primary strategy of the union, this central control of resources appears to be 

inevitable. 

 

                                                           
92 Seven-headed refers to the seven states in Australia and a monster is allegory for the federation unable to be 

controlled 
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Chapters 5, 6 & 7 explored in detail the campaigns that have been undertaken by the three 

unions covered by this thesis.  The FSU even when denied the ability to bargain with the major 

banks, found other themes, such as employment security, upon which to base local and national 

campaigns.  The FSU developed community alliances and engaged in shareholder activism to 

campaign against branch closures in remote and rural areas that met with some level of success.  

The FSU also campaigned against the out-sourcing of Australian jobs in the Our Jobs Our 

Future campaign.  The CPSU has been able to mount strong industrial campaigns in bargaining 

with hostile federal governments.  Respondents point to the ability to quickly allocate resources 

where they are needed, by the direction of the federal office, rather than having to go to the 

state secretaries “cap in hand” to seek approval to allocate resources.  The NUW has also been 

able to make inroads into emerging industries and develop national strategies to promote 

enterprise bargaining outcomes for NUW membership, including such measures as dovetailing 

agreements to have common dates for re-negotiation so that national employers are facing the 

prospect of protected industrial action from their employees at all sites at the same time 

(Interview Roberts 2013).  As a national organisation, the NUW has worked hard to develop 

occupational solidarity in a number of its industries. 

 

The splitting of servicing and organising functions is also emphasised by the literature 

concerning the organising model.  As consistently discussed throughout this thesis, having 

officials servicing existing members does not enable recruitment of new members in new work 

sites or emerging industries.  As will be discussed later in this Chapter, technological advances 

such as the use of a call centre allowed for a ban on organisers handling individual grievances 

(Cooper 2001:427).  All of the unions covered by this thesis have adopted a national central 

call centre to provide the servicing function at a central location.  Not only do centralised call 

centres release organisers from servicing, they provide for economies of scale by not having to 
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replicate these call centres in every jurisdiction.  Economies of scale are also obtained from 

other administrative functions and all three unions have centralised administrative functions, 

such as payroll.  Respondents described state-based officials as being freed from the 

administrative burdens that would have absorbed considerable branch resources had these 

functions not been centralised.  In accordance with the organising model, resources obtained 

from the economies of scale and splitting of functions are to be reinvested in organising and 

the recruitment of new members. 

 

The most significant argument against the centralisation of functions is the concentration of 

power that it entails.  In a very similar way to the literature critical of union amalgamation, the 

concentration of power can be viewed as being contrary to be the best interests of members.  

CPSU respondents in particular were critical of the restructure that potentially has the impact 

of stifling, trivialising or ignoring local campaigning issues.  This concentration of power has 

the potential for eliminating ‘organic’ campaigns and for those determining priorities at a 

central level to have little regard for those matters of concern to people in remote locations.  

Excerpts from interviews with respondents CPSU 4 and CPSU 5 can be found on pages 174 

and 175 in Chapter 5 and those quoted indicate the disconnect felt between local level industrial 

claims and the large national campaigns undertaken by the CPSU.  CPSU 5 describes a national 

director of the CPSU as “squashing” the claims at a local level. 

 

Whilst the adoption of the organising model was undoubtedly a driving force behind the 

reorganisation, federal industrial regulation has accelerated centralisation of power within 

unions.  The next section of the chapter considers the impact that federal regulation has on the 

propensity of unions to centralise functions. 



379 
John R Martin PhD Thesis December 2016 

 

The Impact of Federal Regulation 
 

In all three cases the restructures eventuated in the abolition of state branches, albeit partially 

in the case of the NUW.  To place this into perspective one needs to consider the historic 

purpose of state branches of unions.  The existence of several industrial jurisdictions, with their 

own rules and idiosyncrasies, would have necessitated officials with industrial skills located in 

capital cities where state industrial tribunals are located.  These skills would have become less 

necessary over time, firstly with the weakening of the tribunal jurisdictions generally with the 

move to enterprise bargaining, and ultimately with the takeover of private sector industrial 

relations by the Commonwealth. 

 

In this context of a declining relevance of state jurisdictions, it is hardly surprising that the 

unions that have affected the restructure, that virtually abolished state branches, are all 

operating exclusively within the federal jurisdiction.  Earlier in this chapter, we noted that there 

are unions not suffering a decline in membership and therefore less likely to restructure.  As it 

turns out, some of those unions mentioned earlier also have substantial or exclusive 

membership with state governments and therefore a significant presence in what remains of 

the various state jurisdictions.  Similarly, the requirement for a presence in the state tribunal 

will make the abolition of state branches unlikely in those unions still requiring such a presence. 

 

By definition, the CPSU has always been covered by, and operated in, the federal jurisdiction.  

At one stage, federal public sector unions even had their own tribunal, the Public Service 

Arbitrator until its functions were transferred to the Conciliation and Arbitration Commission 
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in 1984 (AUTA 2015).  The CPSU also has members in Territory Governments (ACT and 

Northern Territory) that are also exclusively covered by the federal jurisdiction.  Likewise 

employees of the Commonwealth Bank have always been regulated federally and employees 

in private sector banks have the remarkable history of being taken into the federal jurisdiction 

by the employers in the 1960s93.  An early High Court decision established banking and 

insurance as “industry” for the purpose of the Australian constitution thereby enabling federal 

regulation of the finance sector from a very early stage94.  Chapter 6 sets out the remarkable 

history of industrial regulation in the finance sector characterised by over 50 years of federal 

regulation for its most significant elements of banking and insurance.  The NUW is the most 

recent union converting to full coverage federally by virtue of the WorkChoices take over.  It 

is noteworthy however, that both the head office of the NUW and its principal industries are 

located in Victoria.  Victoria was the first state to transfer all of its industrial relations power 

to the Commonwealth in 199695.  As is noted in chapter 7, there was no state-based registration 

for the Victorian Branch of the NUW.  

 

The literature concerning the WorkChoices legislation mainly focused on the content of the 

legislation rather than the long-lasting implications for the various industrial jurisdictions, with 

some notable exceptions (Lee 2006).  The demolition of state jurisdiction was collateral 

damage for the Howard Government which was intent on a reform agenda having maximum 

impact and application.  As is noted in the literature review, the Liberal Party was traditionally 

the defender of state rights and the abrogation of this position by the Howard Government 

made both major Australian political parties centralists.  Conservative state governments, 

                                                           
93 As is noted in Chapter 6 the initiation of federal regulation had traditionally been by unions rather than 

employers 
94 Chapter 6 also outlines the historical significance of the creation of a dispute for the operation of the 

conciliation and arbitration power within the Australian Constitution 
95 Commonwealth Powers (Industrial Relations) Act 1996 (Vic) 
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particularly in Queensland, traditionally had a strong preference for state jurisdictions (Guille 

1985:383).  Indeed these actions by the Howard Government were to have profound, far-

reaching and quite possibly unintended consequences (Craven 2006:208).  A finding of this 

research is that one such consequence, whether it be intended or not, was the breaking down 

of traditional coverage granted to certain unions by virtue of the award coverage, eligibility 

rule and respective history within a state jurisdiction (Interviews Keys 2014; NUW 10 2014).  

One example of the expanded NUW coverage, by virtue of the federal takeover of private 

sector industrial relations, is the Lion Milk plant in Crestmead Queensland and the 2012 dispute 

at this plant is discussed in Chapter 7.  This site would have been most certainly an AWU site, 

with little scope for the NUW to gain coverage and organise the site had it remained under the 

Queensland jurisdiction. 

 

Another unintended consequence may have been the abolition of state branches and, 

subsequently, the positions of state branch secretaries.  It is doubtful that this concept was even 

considered by the Howard Government when WorkChoices was introduced.  However, given 

the propensity of the Howard Government to gut the state jurisdictions because of their 

favourable legislative regimes for unions over such matters as bargaining and union 

encouragement, it is consistent that the federal regulation of unions through a system of 

registration would have been considered favourably.  As is noted in Chapter 7, the NUW has 

deregistered its state union in the Queensland jurisdiction following the Newman Government 

(2012 – 2015) introducing legislation that placed some onerous requirements on state registered 

unions96. 

                                                           
96 The Newman Government 2012 – 2015 introduced several changes to the Industrial Relations Act 1999 (Qld) that amongst other things 

regulated registered industrial organisations.  Some of the changes required far more stringent standards than the federal legislation, such as 
a retrospective requirement for union officials to produce their credit card statements for publication. 
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The structure of the unions in question was altered in favour of a central domination of state 

jurisdictions.  This shift in power was undoubtedly influenced by the introduction of the 

organising model and the exclusive federal regulation of the unions in question.  The 

centralisation of function has substantial implications for the governance of unions, particularly 

if, as predicted, other unions will adopt a more centralised model. 
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Union Governance 
 

The former ACOA had a long history of being a democratic organisation.  In 1962, litigation 

surrounded the structure of the union in which, relevantly, the gerrymander that gave inordinate 

power to state branches regardless of their membership numbers, was over-ruled as being 

oppressive.  It is the logical extension of the 1962 court case that geographic representation in 

the CPSU executive has become more centralised.  The proportion of CPSU office holders 

from New South Wales (NSW) and Victoria increased from 57 per cent to 76 per cent by virtue 

of the 2005 restructure.  It can be argued, and was successfully argued in a 1962 case involving 

the ACOA, that the removal of the gerrymander of equal representation for all state branches 

is in fact a more democratic and representative model.  Within the FSU, the development of a 

single, national structure resulted in a consolidation of power with the new positions being 

created in Sydney and Melbourne.  It has also been noted that the head office of the NUW is 

in Melbourne.  Functions have been centralised by virtue of the Victorian Branch, and the 

Central Branch that now covers NUW members in all states and territories except Victoria and 

NSW, being located in Melbourne.  The restructures that have taken place have also 

consolidated power in the two most populated states of Australia. 

 

As is stated elsewhere, there is considerable criticism of the top-down nature of the 

amalgamation process that took place in Australian unions.  It is true that the amalgamation 

process was centrally managed and was not something asked for, or even strongly supported, 

by rank and file members.  Amalgamation within the CPSU was assisted by a job classification 

broad-banding exercise that was undertaken pursuant to the Structural Efficiency Principle that 
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is described in Chapter 4 of this thesis.  Breaking down the differences between classifications, 

“the divisions” led to a single structure which in turn lessened the existing demarcations that 

existed between unions in the Australian Public Service and took away much of the need for a 

variety of unions with differing coverage (O’Donnell and O’Brien 2008:633).  Likewise the 

FSU amalgamation made perfect sense having regard to the changes in the industry such as the 

blurring of the lines between respective financial institutions (Gleghorn 1992:138).  The 

restructure of the FSU was in part to give full effect to the amalgamation that had occurred 

over a decade earlier.  Two branches existed in every state of the FSU which was a wasteful 

duplication of resources for no valid reason following the privatisation of the Commonwealth 

Bank.  The NUW created a resilient multi-industry union to cover, amongst other industries, 

the strategically important logistics industry rather than the continuation of very specific 

industry unions that may not have had the resources to continue to effectively represent 

members in a contemporary industrial relations environment. 

 

The CPSU restructure took place in three phases between 1996 and 2005.  By no means was it 

part of a grand plan or even pre-determined.  One restructure followed the next and they became 

a natural extension of one another.  It took time because of the democratic processes adopted 

to convince those with a vote of the merit of the respective proposals.  As was discussed in 

Chapter 6, the FSU restructure was largely guided by the CPSU restructure.  The NUW 

respondents made no reference to other unions, however the resemblance of the restructures is 

remarkable. 

 

The criticisms of the amalgamation process are relevant to restructures as the same concerns 

for alienation of membership are repeated.  However, the recollections of respondents towards 
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amalgamation, by those who were qualified, were of its ultimate necessity.  Very few, if any, 

respondents see the amalgamation process as anything other than a necessity that enabled the 

Australian union movement to survive the deleterious effect of an on-going decline in union 

membership, and the increasing hostile political and industrial environment in which unions 

find themselves. 

 

It is noteworthy that not all respondents are well versed as to the demarcation between the 

functions of state and federal branches of the union.  As evidenced by interviews that made up 

the primary research for Chapters 5, 6 and 7, most rank and file members failed to recognise 

the difference between the state and federal organisations.  The split between federal and state 

functions is likely to be more important to full time paid officials than it is to rank and file 

members, as it forms the basis of the work performed by the former.  A paid official is going 

to be far more cognisant of the existence and function of state branches and federal offices 

because they will be an official of one or the other part of the organisation.  State branch 

officials, it would be expected, would have some connection to the work that was traditionally 

performed by that part of the union.  It follows that the absence of rank and file opposition is a 

favourable consideration regarding the restructures, and far outweighs any esoteric or nostalgic 

notion of the purpose of state branches. 

 

The focus of bargaining, that was imposed by the employer in a system of enterprise bargaining 

was at the agency level (Anderson, Griffin and Teicher 2002:68; Cooper 2001:424).  In the 

case of the CPSU, the employer was organised at a national level and the union was required 

to organise at a national level, to respond to the employers’ agenda and advance claims.  

Following the restructure, the national office was able to focus resources on a campaign that 
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would never have been achieved under a branch structure.  Substantial national campaigns 

benefit from divisional control of resources rather than having to ask branch officials to allocate 

resources (Interviews CPSU 4 2011; CPSU 5 2011).  The FSU restructure established local and 

national structures that were based on the respective members’ employers.  The NUW has been 

able to develop national strategies for organising and bargaining within a number of its 

industries all of which are assisted by a national structure.  Chapter 7 sets out the various 

industry sectors covered by the NUW in some detail including the national focus that union 

gives to strategically important industries.  In Chapter 7, the story of a Victorian cold storage 

delegate on holidays in Queensland spending time attending cold storage workplaces with an 

NUW organiser is recounted.  In addition to the commitment to the union demonstrated by the 

union delegate in question, this particular story demonstrates the national focus the NUW 

places on such a strategically important industry.  Incidentally, cold storage is an industry that 

would have been covered by another union in Queensland prior to the federal takeover of 

private sector industrial relations. 

 

The restructures of all three unions also resulted in the centralisation of a range of 

administrative functions.  The restructures were aimed at economies of scale and improved 

purchasing power at a national level.  The various divisions of the FSU still had separate 

budgets which did not give effect to the economies of scale expected from the 1994 

amalgamation.  The restructures also removed a layer of bureaucracy and allowed an 

information flow to members on national lines, and with it a clearer demarcation of the 

respective responsibilities of officials.  In the case of the NUW, the less populated branches 

had become a financial drain on the national union (Interviews Belan 2014; NUW6 2014). 
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In the case of the CPSU, the excessive vacancy rate was one indication that the pre-existing, 

enormous national executive was unworkable.  From the perspective of the workability of the 

union’s governing body alone, a restructure was well justified.  As was discussed in Chapter 5, 

a new governing council replaced the national council and divisional, regional and professional 

groupings were removed.  The governing council is responsible for the strategic planning and 

direction of the union.  Respondents from all three unions were also able to point to the increase 

in the number of positions being held by rank and file members at the expense of paid officials.  

Increasing the number (or at least the ratio) of positions held by rank and file members seems 

to be a positive means by which members’ input into decision making can be maximised.  For 

example, in Table 5.2, within the CPSU the ratio of honorary position holders to full time 

officials was 69 to nine, meaning there are nearly 8 times as many honorary positions as 

opposed to those held by full-time, paid officials.  The increased ratio of honorary office 

holders also goes someway to counter the arguments that might be raised in terms of the anti-

democratic aspects of the restructure. 

 

Perhaps the strongest contrary argument is that the restructure is a centralisation of power to 

the detriment of the regions.  Criticism of this nature was most evident in terms of the CPSU 

in which the ‘golden triangle’ of Sydney, Melbourne and Canberra was mentioned as the power 

base.  Such perceptions are important to people from regional areas.  Alternatively the 

restructure simply represents a mathematical exercise of where the membership of the CPSU 

resides.  In this regard, the genesis of the centralisation of power was the previously-mentioned 

1962 court case concerning the ACOA that overturned a gerrymander that favoured 

representation from states with smaller membership numbers.  
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In the case of the CPSU and NUW, the new positions at a state level were also appointed rather 

than elected and came under the direction of the national union.  There is little doubt that this 

was a deliberate change to the balance of power within the organisation that was intended to 

ensure compliance with national campaign strategies.  Examples within the CPSU and NUW 

emerged of existing elected state secretaries who were not a good fit with organising strategies.  

Either content with servicing existing unionised sites or uncomfortable with making 

recruitment of new members a priority, some existing elected officials were seen by their 

national organisations as impediments to the implementation of organising strategies.  Thus 

state secretary positions went from being elected for four year terms, to being employees 

engaged at the pleasure of the national union.  By contrast, the FSU maintained an election for 

the leader of the union at a state level.  The FSU closely followed the CPSU in the restructure 

but considered that the appointment rather than election of a state secretary position did not 

serve the best interests of democracy within the FSU (Interview Carter 2013).  On balance, it 

is difficult to argue with the logic of the FSU case and in the driving desire to maximise 

campaigning capacity, it could be argued that democracy was at least partly a casualty in the 

other two unions. 

 

As with the other union renewal strategies, the restructures were driven from the top down.  As 

with amalgamation and the adoption of the organising model, the restructures were not asked 

for by the membership.  If we recall Chapter 7, the existing NUW leadership in Queensland 

was not unpopular with its membership.  However, the alternative explanation was that this 

popularity resulted from servicing of existing membership and not allocating the resources to 

growing the union into new workplaces.  There is no evidence of on-going concern or 

opposition to the restructures in any of the three unions. 
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It is significant however, that some respondents who were initially opposed to the restructures 

are now converted to their respective merits.  If the removal of a state branch of a union sounds 

concerning, particularly to those who have spent a life time working for and supporting that 

branch structure.  For the members interviewed, the reality is, however, that it is merely a 

structure and for the three unions covered by this thesis, an antiquated structure.  All of these 

unions still require a presence in state and territory capital cities, as they do in major provincial 

centres throughout Australia.  Bargaining structures imposed by legislative change and in some 

cases employers, remove the need for a state branch in the case of unions whose entire coverage 

is now in the federal system.  Figure 8.1 demonstrates that the CPSU and NUW have been able 

to stabilise membership levels since the restructure while the FSU, it would appear, has a more 

difficult challenge. 
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The Use of Technology 
 

The Literature Review (Chapter 2) and Historical Context (Chapter 4) indicate that existing 

structures and methods were not sufficient for unions, and Australian unions in particular, to 

arrest the reduction in membership.  By continuing to service existing members, there was no 

capacity to recruit new members, to ameliorate the absence of the institutional support that 

used to exist for unions, such as closed shops, supportive or at least neutral employers and 

preference clauses.  This reduction in resources required drastic changes to the way in which 

unions conducted their affairs.  The removal of levels of union officialdom, and individuals, 

not committed to such an approach and banning organisers from servicing were included in 

what might be described as drastic action. 

 

To enable splitting the servicing function from the workloads of organisers, thereby enabling 

them to focus attention on recruitment and campaigning, all of the unions in question 

introduced call centres having varied but similar names such as the Membership Service Centre 

(CPSU), Members Rights Centre (FSU) or Membership Assist (NUW).  Individual grievances 

and enquiries are directed to a central servicing centre that modern technology enables to be in 

a central location (Cooper 2001:430; Lund and Wright 2009:54; Griffin and Moors 20054:46).  

In addition to promoting and enhancing an organising focus, the use of the call centre enables 

the respective union to realise the economies of scale that should have been forthcoming from 

the amalgamations that took place in the late 1980s and early 1990s.  The use of a centralised 

call centre also meant that technology was being used consistently throughout the union which 

would have provided further economies of scale.  Call centre technology also enables 
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consistent and accurate advice to be given to members regardless of their location (Lund and 

Wright 2009), and one respondent commented upon the high quality advice that was provided 

from a call centre.  As is noted elsewhere, the call centre also provides a means by which union 

members can contact their union without their employer’s knowledge and/or interference.  Part-

time employees and women with parental responsibilities are more difficult to communicate 

with by traditional means, and technology enables communicating with these groups of 

workers, who have often proven elusive to union recruitment (Interview FSU 1 2013).  Call 

centres can also be outgoing as well as incoming.  In the case of the CPSU we know that the 

call centre has been able to retrieve members whose membership might have otherwise lapsed 

by outgoing calls.  In addition, the embracing of data bases with qualitative capacity has 

increased the respective unions’ ability to campaign particularly in a political sense.  By being 

aware of members voting intentions or views on certain topics, unions are able to specifically 

target messages.  For example, in relation to an election, those members who are undecided as 

to their voting intentions might be swayed by arguments concerning industrial relations and 

other issues of importance to employees in a given industry or occupation.  It is also a means 

of unions obtaining intelligence as to what matters are crucial to their members so that 

campaigns can be run on issues to which their members are sympathetic or even passionate.  In 

that regard, sophisticated data provides a means of identifying future activists as well as 

surveying membership attitudes to particular issues.  

 

The case studies also cover the use of other technologies by the various unions.  The use of 

social media has become very important to organisations that have a lot of people but not much 

money.  It is an easy and cheap way of getting a message across to members and goes some 

way to countering the considerable information dissemination capacity of governments and 

employers.  Moreover, respondents point to the way in which social media democratises the 
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union, as there are less filters to prevent discussion between union members, and the 

officialdom of the union ceases to be the conduit of all communication.  The use of 

technologies, such as email and SMS, also enables paid officials to obtain responses from 

members in a timely fashion and to this extent has also enabled the improved democratic 

operation of the various unions. 

 

However, there are limitations to technology.  First and foremost, technology lacks the personal 

touch and as was pointed out by one respondent, in their opinion, unions are all about humanity.  

Technology does not provide a “face to the union” that is considered essential for the 

development of personal relationships and trust.  The speed and price of modern 

communication methods cannot be ignored by unions, however caution needs to be exercised 

not to rely upon technology to the detriment of human contact. 
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Conclusion 
 

This chapter has identified that declining membership and associated renewal strategies are 

behind all of the restructures for the respective unions.  It is for this reason that the restructuring 

process that inevitably results in a consolidation of power at a central level, so closely 

resembles the arguments for and against the amalgamation process that took place in the late 

1980s and early 1990s.  Moreover, the restructuring and centralisation of activities properly 

gives effect to those amalgamations that might have otherwise been in name only.  If one of 

the primary purposes of amalgamation was to create economies of scale, it makes no sense to 

not give effect to that advantage. 

 

Major Findings 

 

This chapter has set out the major findings from this research.  The loss of membership would 

appear to be a precondition for undertaking such substantial restructures.  The combination of 

ICT that enables centralised servicing functions; the splitting of organising and servicing 

functions; and the desire to obtain economies of scale to reduce costs will result in functions 

being centralised.  The efficacy of state branches of unions is lessened by the national industrial 

relations system in Australia.  Organising strategies have been substantially adopted by 

Australian unions, however these strategies have failed to stem the flow of membership decline 

at an aggregate level.  Australian unions have fundamentally different structure to American 

unions where the organising model was developed.  Advanced ICT systems also enabled 

centralisation of servicing functions. 
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Implications 

 

The above findings have a series of implications for the Australian trade union movement and 

future research in the field.  The last section of Chapter 9 (Conclusion), commencing on page 

418 sets outs the need for future research arising out of the findings discussed above.  Unions 

facing similar on-going loss of membership are likely to adopt similar strategies, if haven’t 

already.  There are control implications for the governance of unions, with the potential for 

influence and power to move further to the national office of union.  In turn, potential tensions 

will exist between state-based leadership and national offices when there is a removal of power 

from the state branches.  Depending on the level of acrimony surrounding restructures, there is 

potential for union members to perceive the union as being remote.  With a centralised power 

base, “organic” campaigns may be stifled by inertia within a larger organisation and, by its 

very nature, centralisation reinforces top-down approaches to union renewal. 

 

Whilst ICT solutions cannot be ignored by union leaders, technology cannot replace the human 

aspects of unionism.  Existing literature on the use of ICT by unions is largely descriptive and 

lacking in analytical rigour.  Sound inductive research into unions and the use of ICT would be 

beneficial to advance a discussion on the topic of unions and the use of ICT. 

 

The governance of unions, and presumably other institutions is changed forever by the use of 

the Corporations Power to regulate private sector industrial relations in Australia.  Unions are 

a potential microcosm for broader centralisation of powers and functions because of weakening 
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of states’ rights.  There is a need to reconsider union renewal strategies to consider their value 

and this provides substantial research potential.  A further, specific question is raised as the 

effectiveness of organising strategies.  Research in relation to organising strategies as to what 

has worked and what has in fact been counter-productive would be beneficial.  Yet another 

further question is raised as to the best fit structure of unions into the future and such research 

in relation to union structure would be beneficial. 

 

There is no doubt that the adoption of the organising model is intimately linked to the 

centralisation of power and functions.  At first glance this centralisation might appear to be 

counter-intuitive, as it is taking the centre of power further away from the workplace, however 

it is explained by the need for national resources to be deployed against national employers in 

bargaining and campaigning.  Those unions facing powerful and often hostile employers who 

are organised nationally, have little choice but to counter the employers’ positions in 

negotiations and information dissemination.  Antiquated state-based structures, particularly 

those run by individuals with little sympathy for the need for change, did not provide the ability 

to muster the resources to operate effectively. If a national union is to adopt an organising 

approach, it is logical that it would adopt that strategy on a national basis and not have 

inconsistencies and potentially weak links.  It has been noted however that some Australian 

unions, particularly those with increasing membership, such as the ANMF and AEU in 

particular, do not deal with national employers and as a result, will continue to have a presence 

in state industrial jurisdictions. 

 

Federal industrial regulation is a precursor to all of the restructures being considered by this 

thesis.  All three unions have a long history of predominantly federal coverage.  It is noteworthy 
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that the union with the shortest period of complete federal coverage, the NUW, has also acted 

with the most haste with respect to the restructure.  This observation is consistent with the 

centralisation of power becoming more prevalent for unions who have predominantly federal 

coverage and decreasing membership.  In the case of the CPSU, by definition the union with 

the longest exclusive federal coverage, it took three restructures to effect the level of 

centralisation that is described in Chapter 5.  The FSU, as has been established was guided by 

the experience of the CPSU and applied similar principles to their own restructure for similar 

reasons.  Centralisation of power has been accelerated by the use of the Corporations Power to 

provide the Commonwealth with the constitutional coverage of industrial relations.  Either by 

mistake or intention, the massive jurisdictional transformation brought about by the Howard 

Government has changed Australian industrial relations, and thereby union governance, 

forever. 

 

The union governance implications of the restructures are profound.  State branches and a 

system of dual registration have been a feature for most unions since very early in the twentieth 

century.  Obviously the CPSU never needed state registration and the NUW has deregistered 

in the state of Queensland.  All states, except Western Australia, have handed over their non-

incorporated private sector following the application of the corporations power by the Howard 

Government.  The ACT and Northern Territory are completely covered by the federal system 

and Victoria handed over its entire jurisdiction in the 1990s.  This potential does provide 

opportunities for unions that had been burdened with compliance requirements of two 

jurisdictions which was the motivation for the NUW deregistering in the state.  It does however, 

tilt the balance of power towards the head office of the respective organisations. 

 



397 
John R Martin PhD Thesis December 2016 

In answering the question “what has given rise to the centralisation of functions within three 

Australian unions?” centralisation certainly has the capacity to further objects of union renewal 

strategies.  It is evident that a national system of industrial relations for the private sector, along 

with technological advances, permits the effective operation of an Australian union from a 

central location in a way that simply would not have been possible in a forgone era.  Moreover, 

the propensity for unions to become increasingly concerned with their limited resources means 

that this increased ability to centralise functions and achieve economies of scale, will be 

irresistible.  In addition, centralised functions provide the demonstrable capacity for improved 

quality and consistency of providing services to members. 

 

However, the centralisation of functions brings with it a centralisation of power.  In at least two 

of the case studies, the CPSU and NUW, this centralisation of power appears to be a deliberate 

strategy rather than a side effect.  Cultural change needed for implementation of the organising 

model demands total compliance, particularly for unions dealing with national employers in a 

national industrial relations system.  There is a danger in the perceptions surrounding the 

removal of state branches and, in particular, the capacity of members within a state or territory 

being able to elect the most senior official in that jurisdiction.  There is also a danger in matters 

of priority for regions being ignored at a central level where important decisions are made.  The 

capacity for regional members to feel that their voices are heard within the national union is a 

potential causality of the centralisation of power. 

 

If the primary reason for a restructure to centralise functions is a declining membership base, 

it is logical that unions that are not experiencing declining membership would not be inclined 

to change anything, let alone existing and well-functioning state branches ceding power to a 
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central organisation.  It is obvious that a large number of Australian unions are not in any 

immediate danger from declining membership and are therefore unlikely to centralise power 

and/or functions at this point in time.  Other unions, it would appear are looking at further 

amalgamation to address on-going membership decline.  Coincidentally, some of those unions 

in which membership is actually increasing, are the professional unions covering occupational 

groups that are largely within the employment of state governments and subsequently still 

remain under state industrial jurisdictions. 

 

Much of the motivation for centralisation has come from the adoption of policies associated 

with the organising model.  Not all unions are adherents to the organising model and there is 

less than full support within academia for the organising model of recent times.  The organising 

model has not delivered the reversal to declining union density that might have been hoped for 

in Australia, and other nations, particularly the USA.  That is not so say that membership 

numbers within particular unions have not stabilised in recent years, and this might be in some 

way attributable to change in culture within unions that places emphasis on recruitment of new 

members.  Given the amount of resources and effort that has been put into splitting and 

centralising servicing functions to date, it is likely, however, that the cultural change, in 

particular splitting organising and servicing functions, in unions where that has been done, is 

unlikely to be reversed in the near future. 

 

The final and most decisive factor to influence the centralisation of union activities and power 

is the takeover of private sector industrial relations by the Commonwealth.  There is little doubt 

that this jurisdictional change heavily influenced both the inclination and the capacity of the 

NUW to undertake such centralisation, thereby adopting a similar model to that used by the 
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long-term federally regulated unions the CPSU and FSU.  The election of a subsequent Labor 

Government in 2007, did not bring about a reversal of the takeover undertaken by the Howard 

Government by using the Corporations Power but rather saw the transfer to the Commonwealth 

of the remaining private sector by all but one state government.  It is a matter of time, perhaps 

a long time, until further state governments, in the same way as Victoria, transfer their industrial 

relations powers to Commonwealth in full.  A further centralisation of industrial relations 

powers would bring a greater propensity for the centralisation of governance for more unions. 
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Chapter 9 

Conclusion 
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The research question answered in this thesis is what has given rise to the centralisation of 

functions within three Australian unions?  If the centralisation of functions and powers is a top-

down strategy that reflects internal and external changes facing the union, it may not enjoy the 

total support of union members.  Moreover, such a top down approach may have the effect of 

alienating members and potential members and is potentially counter-productive to union 

renewal strategies, most notably the organising model.  The research in this thesis demonstrates 

a diverse range of responses, but certainly that there is evidence of decisions being made at a 

central level that are completely rational in an organisational sense but have little regard for 

the aspirations of members in remote and regional locations. 

 

Centralisation of powers and functions within Australian unions has not been the subject of 

any significant scholarly review.  The research in this thesis demonstrates that the diminution 

of state industrial jurisdictions in turn reduces the utility of separate state-based organisations 

within Australian unions.  This single but important factor has attracted little attention to date.  

Moreover, where bargaining structures are at a national level, union structure will have a 

tendency to follow those bargaining structures.  Accordingly the identity of a union members’ 

employer will often be more relevant than their geographic location in determining how they 

interact with their union.  The CPSU is primarily structured in accordance with the national 

employers with which it deals and secondarily on a geographic basis.  State-based structures in 

the CPSU feed into the national structures based on those national employers.  The FSU is 

similar to the CPSU for the very simple reason that its restructure was heavily influenced by 

the CPSU.  The NUW has gone one step further and abolished state branches, with the 

exception of New South Wales and Victoria and located its general branch in Melbourne.  
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Declining union membership is a central theme to this question.  In the context of that falling 

membership, two major strategies have been adopted by the Australian trade union movement, 

a process of amalgamation and the adoption of the organising model.  Firstly was a highly 

coordinated process of amalgamation.  Amongst other things, amalgamation sought to 

consolidate resources and gain economies of scale through a smaller number of larger unions.  

The research in this thesis has established that the objectives of centralisation are remarkably 

similar to these features of amalgamation.  Whilst it was presumed that an amalgamated union 

would have had greater capacity to recruit members due to its greater resources, the 

amalgamation process that commenced during the late 1980s and concluded in the early 1990s 

in Australia was largely a defensive strategy.  It is a defensive strategy in that there is a 

minimum level of income from memberships that is required for a union to function, and that 

an amalgamated union had the requisite income stream combined from all of the unions and 

aggregate expenses could be reduced by virtue of economies of scale.  Recent discussion 

concerning further amalgamation of Australian unions demonstrates the attraction of 

restructuring as a defensive strategy.  This research establishes that the pursuit of economies 

of scale commenced by an amalgamation process is furthered by a process of centralisation.  

In the case of the FSU, centralisation actually gave effect to the economies of scale that were 

not properly implemented in the amalgamated union due to that union continuing to operate in 

separate operational divisions (silos).  In a context of continued falling membership and 

associated resources, this research indicates that, methods of reducing cost, such as 

centralisation, will be irresistible to unions that are able to locate functions in a central location. 
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Secondly, a significant number of Australian unions adopted, to some extent or another, the 

organising model as a strategy to combat falling membership.  All of the unions covered by 

this thesis have professed to the implementation of organising strategies including the 

separation of servicing and organising functions and the allocation of significant resources to 

campaigning and recruitment of new members.  Centralisation is complementary to the 

organising model by allowing national allocation of resources to campaigning and enabling 

extrication of organising and servicing functions.  Centralisation however runs the risk of 

contradicting some of the values and approaches espoused by the organising model. 

 

The organising model has its origins in the United States.  As we have seen from the research 

in this thesis, Australian unions have been traditionally structured as state branches within a 

federal union.  The structure of American unions has been for local unions (locals) to be 

developed at a grassroots level and that those locals form part of a federation known as an 

international.  An apparent consequence of the application of the organising model in an 

Australian context, at least in the unions studied in this research, has been the diminution of 

the power and influence of the state branch within the union.  The structure of unions is an 

important difference in the application of the organising model between Australia and the USA, 

particularly if locals remain the focal point of the democratic operation of the union.  The 

absence of a structure that includes a local and the potential diminution, or even removal of 

state branches, creates the potential for the oligarchic administration of a national union in 

Australia.   

 

In this thesis, case studies of three large Australian unions examine the impact that the 

centralisation of functions has on union renewal strategies.  The CPSU was the first union 
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studied in this research and it was also the first of the three unions to adopt the type of 

restructure being considered.  In a process that did not necessarily have a predetermined 

outcome when it commenced in the 1990s, there were three distinct phases to the restructure 

of the CPSU.  Proponents of the restructure highlight the greater emphasis on rank and file 

membership (as opposed to full time paid officials) being involved in important decisions being 

made by the CPSU and that internal divisions based on the employers of the members is far 

more rational than any state based structure.  Critics of the restructure are not impressed with 

the focus of decision making.  It matters little to those critical of centralisation, whether those 

decisions have more input from rank and file members or not, when decisions come from 

within the “golden triangle” of Canberra, Sydney and Melbourne. 

 

The FSU quite literally followed the lead of the CPSU.  In a union that was losing members at 

an alarming rate, the process of restructuring was seen as essential to that union remaining in 

existence.  Despite the FSU operating entirely in the private sector, following the wholesale 

privatisation and de-mutualisation of the finance sector, the FSU and CPSU have quite a few 

similarities.  The FSU and CPSU white-collar members are employed by extremely powerful 

organisations that operate on a national basis.  Federal regulation has long been associated with 

both unions and subsequently the utility of state-based structures have been for some time of 

less relevance to these unions than unions that continued to have a strong presence in state 

jurisdictions.  The restructure in the FSU also gave full effect to the process of amalgamation 

that commenced in the late 1980s, but was never really finalised.  Despite the heavy 

centralisation of the FSU, the positions of State Secretary have remained elected positions, 

which provides for significant check and balance against the centralisation of power.  As a 

State Secretary can only be removed by the membership, the ability of the federal office to 

have every decision made in accordance with its own preferences is, to some extent, limited.  
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The last point was in fact a decisive factor in the decision to centralise within the NUW.  Quite 

clearly, the removal of the Queensland Branch, with its capacity to frustrate the national 

organising agenda, was chief among the reasons for the restructure of the NUW. 

 

The NUW is the least similar of the three case studies in that it is a blue collar union that 

operates in a multitude of industry sectors, almost exclusively in the private sector.  The 

NUW’s last public sector membership ceased to be so when logistics in the defence force was 

privatised.  The NUW has long history of being a major political influence within the Right 

wing of the Australian Labor Party by contrast to the CPSU and FSU who have become recent 

affiliates on the Left of the party.  Up until the takeover of private sector industrial relations by 

the Commonwealth in 2005, the NUW had significant coverage in the state jurisdictions of 

New South Wales and Queensland.  The restructure of the NUW was, unlike the other unions, 

less than comprehensive as the Victorian and New South Wales Branches remain intact, 

prompting some suspicion as to the motivation behind the restructure.  The Queensland Branch 

was the obvious target of the restructure and there was substantial litigation in relation to the 

absorption of this branch into a centralised General Branch.  It is quite apparent that the removal 

of the private sector from the Queensland industrial jurisdiction was an enabler of the 

restructure in the NUW, which provokes the question as to whether more unions will also 

centralise functions for similar reasons and with similar motivations.  

 

This thesis has considered the centralisation of function in three Australian unions.  By 

definition, such a limited number of case studies cannot be generalised to the entire union 

movement in Australia or elsewhere.  The unions in question do not and cannot represent all 

unions and the research undertaken in this thesis is therefore to some extent limited.  Whilst it 
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is not possible to draw generalisations for the entire union movement, either in Australia or 

elsewhere, from the decisions made in relation to, and challenges facing, these organisations, 

the remarkable similarity of strategies adopted by the three unions provides some capacity to 

predict similar strategies being adopted by similar organisations.  That is, unions facing similar 

concerns, particularly with respect to a continued trend of declining union membership, that 

operate entirely within the Fair Work system may also see little need for the continuation of 

state-based structures. 

 

Much of this thesis focuses on the decline of union membership and the various factors that 

have combined to cause this phenomenon in Australia and other developed economies.  

Changes to the structure of industry and changes to the attitude adopted by employers are 

largely beyond the control of the union movement.  To a lesser extent, bargaining structures 

and the legislative framework, within which unions operate, might be able to be indirectly 

influenced by the union movement by its relationship with the political wing of the labour 

movement and other politicians and political parties.  Influence in a political sphere is limited 

by the capacity or inclination of political leaders to introduce legislation and policy that might 

be electorally unpopular, or provide political capital to conservative opponents. 

 

The limited capacity to influence those broader political, societal and economic conditions has 

mandated that unions concentrate upon those matters that are within their control either as an 

individual union or as part of a broader labour movement.  The organising model, that is so 

central to the research covered by this thesis, was born out of the necessity for unions to not 

only make change but, in particular, to change those matters that are within the internal control 

of a particular union (Bronfenbrenner 1998).  That is, for the union to adapt its internal policies 
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and strategies to the environment and to not concern itself with those matters over which it is 

assumed it has no control (Fiorito 2004; Voss and Sherman 2000). 

 

In a very similar way to the process of amalgamations that took place in Australia in the late 

1980s and early 1990s, the centralisation of functions within a union provides the ability for a 

union to seek to reduce its costs in the face of ongoing resource limitations caused by falling 

levels of membership.  The economies of scale that can be derived from centralising functions 

are an attractive, and ultimately irresistible, strategic option for organisations that are faced 

with such ongoing resource issues.  The replication of administrative functions and service 

delivery in every jurisdiction of Australia amount to expenses that can be avoided, or reduced, 

by housing such functions in a central location.  Advances in information and communication 

technology have combined with dramatic changes to the industrial relations jurisdictions within 

Australia, to enable the centralisation of servicing functions within Australian unions. 

 

But we know that centralisation of functions is not merely about obtaining economies of scale.  

The adoption of the organising model, as has been undertaken to some extent or another by so 

many Australian unions, requires significant resources to operate effectively.  Changes to 

bargaining structures and industrial laws, and in particular the adoption of enterprise 

bargaining, coupled with an organising approach require unions to run effective campaigns in 

order to positively influence outcomes for their members (Cooper 2001).  The centralisation of 

functions also enables a robust, national union to deploy resources as they are needed.  

Particularly where unions are dealing with large national employers, such a deployment of 

resources is a necessity to keep pace with the demands of bargaining in a contemporary 

Australian setting. 
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The danger of centralisation, however, is axiomatic weakening of state based and other 

localised structures.  It becomes a “numbers exercise” as to what becomes important at a 

national level.  Decisions that are made in a central location are less likely to be cognisant of 

the needs and aspirations of union members in remote or even regional locations.  The 

pejorative terms used to describe central locations within the CPSU for example, demonstrated 

the animosity towards centralised functions and associated power structures from some 

members and officials of that union.  A lesson to be learnt from this research is that any 

centralisation of power within a democratic organisation, such as a union, needs to take full 

cognisance of the potential for removing levels of democracy and the ability of members to 

influence outcomes at a local level.  Perceptions are also important, and the replacement of a 

position that was once elected by members, with a new role that is appointed by the union’s 

national leadership, cannot portray an image of improving the level of democracy within that 

union.  In two of the three unions being researched, this replacement of an elected official with 

an appointed employee actually took place.  In terms of the organising model and its stated 

objectives of increasing the democratic operation of a union, it is difficult to reconcile having 

the most senior paid official in a particular jurisdiction being appointed from a central location 

and union members ostensibly having no direct say in the appointment of that official.  In this 

regard, centralisation of functions, and more importantly powers, has extensive significance 

for union governance.  

 

Having identified perhaps the most concerning aspect of centralisation being the removal of 

elected positions with that of appointed ones, the question remains as to does it really matter to 

members of the union?  Within the research undertaken for this thesis, nearly all rank and file 
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members could not differentiate between the functions of the state branch and that of the federal 

office of their respective unions.  Whether a state official was elected or appointed seemed to 

be of greater importance to paid officials of the union, than it did for rank and file members.  

Accordingly, the argument for an elected state secretary might be more an issue for union 

officials than it is for members of the union.  In the NUW, where the removal of the elected 

state secretary position was most acrimonious, in Queensland in particular, rank and file 

members were able to indicate that their experience with their union was far more favourable 

following the restructure where appropriate resources were able to be allocated to various 

industrial campaigns with which they were involved. 

 

All of the unions being studied in this research had reduced the number of paid officials on 

their governing bodies and increased the number of rank and file members.  Such actions are 

surely consistent with attempts to improve member input into union governance.  If the union 

is operating for the benefit of members, nuances such as the capacity to elect a state secretary 

are relegated to a secondary consideration.  What appears to be of more importance than any 

structural issue is the attitudinal or policy position adopted by the respective union with respect 

to management of the union and how decisions are made on behalf of members.  The quid pro 

quo for centralisation of power is that resources are able to be allocated where they are needed 

to organise and campaign on behalf of members.  Without this capacity to allocate adequate 

resources, unions will continue to struggle for relevance to members and potential members. 

 

As we have seen from the literature concerning the organising model, ostensibly undemocratic 

activities, such as the removal of officials incapable or unwilling to adapt the organising 
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strategies, are justifiable in terms of the adoption of practices to save the union from extinction 

(Fletcher and Hurd 1998:48/49). 
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Organising Model 
 

It is this premise upon which the organising model is based that significant resources are needed 

to be applied to organising practices (Jerrard and Le Queux 2013:53; Fletcher and Hurd 

1998:48).  The existence of state-based organisations with less than enthusiastic attitudes 

towards an organising approach is an obvious drag on these resources being allocated 

effectively.  However what is less clear is how effective the organising approach has been 

where it has been adopted. 

 

By necessity, a large portion of this research was devoted to the organising model.  This 

emphasis on the organising model was a necessity for two very important reasons.  Firstly, the 

restructures in all of the unions were inextricably linked with the adoption of strategies 

associated with the organising model, in particular the splitting of organising and servicing 

functions.  Secondly the prevalence of the organising model as a renewal strategy within 

Australian unions (Peetz et al 2007) dictates that it be considered in terms of any associated 

discussion. 

 

There has been a large body of literature devoted to the organising model, and not all of it is 

necessarily favourable (Bowden 2009; de Turberville 2009).  It is self-apparent that the 

organising model is not the universal solution to union decline in Australia (Bowden 2009) and 

other developed economies (de Turberville 2009:41; Hickey et al 2010).  The organising model 

has not returned union membership density to the levels experienced in Australia in the post 

war period of economic expansion (Balnave et al 2007:143; Bowden 2009:138; Griffin and 



412 
John R Martin PhD Thesis December 2016 

Moors 2004:46).  However, having regard to the other political and economic issues that are 

associated with changes to the structure of industry and the nature of work, could the organising 

model, on its own, really be expected to return membership levels so radically?  The poor 

application of organising strategies and/or mere “lip service” being paid to the adoption of the 

organising model, can also explain the failure to return union membership to previous levels 

(Peetz et al 2007; cf de Turberville 2009).  Despite the plethora of literature concerning the 

organising model there continues to be debate about its effectiveness. 

 

In particular there has been little attention to any damage that may have been caused by the 

application or misapplication of the organising model.  The almost evangelic adoption of the 

organising model as union renewal strategy within Australia demonstrated the consensus 

towards it being the best strategy for unions to adopt.  Most literature critical of the organising 

model has been on the basis of it not delivering that which was promised (Bowden 2009; de 

Turberville 2009).  Less emphasis has been placed on whether or not the adoption of the 

organising model or any of its policies was in fact counter-productive to the level of union 

membership in Australia. 

 

One interviewee touched upon the amount of energy that was dedicated towards the 

differentiation between what was organising and what was servicing.  At the time of the 

interview Leon Carter was the National Secretary of the FSU, an adherent to the principles of 

organising.  Mr. Carter discussed a decade or so that Australian unions spent in an esoteric 

debate about what was organising and what was servicing, with an apparent bias against the 

latter.  Servicing, as a practice became abhorrent to proponents of the organising model and 

was to be banished from the practice and vocabulary of the modern union official.  Were union 
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members left to fend for themselves because an official attending to their issue would be 

perceived as servicing?  Were individual grievances, no matter how unfairly the union member 

had been treated, or how much potential pursuit of an individual issue might have had for 

furthering the broader aims of the union, abandoned because it would have been servicing?  

The establishment of large national call centres by all of the unions being researched 

demonstrates the importance of servicing to those unions and the need to remove servicing 

functions from organisers.  This particular issue fell outside of the scope of the enquiry of this 

thesis, however the question of what damage may have been caused by Australian unions 

ignoring servicing members is worthy of further research. 
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Amalgamation 
 

Union amalgamation is also the subject of considerable academic research.  In particular the 

orchestrated process that took place in the late 1980s and early 1990s under the auspices of the 

ACTU in Australia received considerable attention at the time (Griffin 2002: 11; Tomkins 

1999:71: Hose and Rimmer 2002:527).  One of the primary criticisms of union amalgamation 

is the dilution of occupational solidarity (Gill and Griffin 1981; Griffin 2002; Hose and Rimmer 

2002). 

 

In order to demonstrate that declining union membership was by no means universal, chapter 

8 included a graphical illustration of membership trends in selected Australian unions (Figure 

8.3 Total Membership nine selected Australian Unions).  The primary purpose of this 

illustration was to indicate that not all unions are suffering declines in membership, and that 

those unions not suffering a decline in membership were less likely to undertake the type of 

restructure that would centralise power or functions within their respective organisations.  What 

became apparent through this exercise was that Australia’s three largest unions remained 

largely untouched by the amalgamation process.  To some extent this is a “chicken and egg” 

argument in that such large unions did not need to amalgamate and for that reason were left 

alone.  Alternatively, opponents of the amalgamation process could well argue the reason that 

these unions have prospered is their capacity to focus on the needs of an individual industry, 

occupation or profession rather than to be concerned with a range of industries, the workers in 

which have little in common.  Chapter 6 also included tables that demonstrated a host union 

for the FSU, the AIEU, growing in membership up until the amalgamation process and then a 
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steady decline in membership for the FSU since its creation.  Opponents of the amalgamation 

process could also cite the FSU as an example of how the amalgamation process failed to 

prevent a decline in membership however, chapter 6, does include a range of other factors that 

also explain the decline in membership within the finance sector in Australia.  Moreover there 

is also evidence of amalgamated unions that have continued to operate within occupational 

“silos” so that their respective occupational solidarity has not been diminished.  The SDA has 

been the subject of some research (Bailey, Price and Esders 2009) but it might be a worthwhile 

investigation why the ANMF and AEU have continued to grow whilst other unions have 

declined in membership.  Such research could indicate that an absence of amalgamation has 

been of benefit to these intensely successful organisations.  Alternatively there may be other 

explanations germane to the industrial relations system that provide an insight into some 

unions’ continued success.  
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Industrial Relations System 
 

There is little doubt that changes in Australia’s industrial relations system have had a 

considerable impact on levels of union membership and unions as organisations.  Two of the 

most substantial changes to the Australian industrial relations system were the move to 

enterprise bargaining (Dabscheck 1995; Hancock 1999; Hancock 2014; Peetz 2012b; Plowman 

2004; Townsend et al 2013; Van Gramberg 2013) and substantial takeover of the regulation of 

industrial relations by the Australian Government (Gardner 2008 Lee 2006; Sappey et al 2006; 

Sappey et al 2007; Stewart and Williams 2007).  It is perhaps ironic that the trade union 

movement co-engineered the decentralisation of bargaining in Australia and that the Liberal 

Party, the traditional defenders of federalism, championed the centralisation of regulations that 

provide the framework for that bargaining.  

 

Enterprise bargaining, with its origins in the early 1990s, represents one of the most significant 

shifts to the system of industrial relations in Australia.  As a consequence, there has been 

considerable literature devoted to the features of enterprise bargaining, including entire journal 

editions that are exclusively concerned with its features and impacts.  The particular nature of 

the Australian industrial relations system and the impact of its transformation has also been the 

subject of considerable academic interest.  There does not appear to be much recent interest in 

the impact of enterprise bargaining on union membership since Rimmer and Watts (1994:73).  

Peetz (2012b) raises the question as to what might have been had the shift to collective 

bargaining in Australia had been undertaken on industry lines rather than the enterprise level. 
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There does not appear to be much in the way of literature that might inform a viable alternative 

to enterprise bargaining (Townsend et al 2013).  It is apparent that enterprise bargaining has 

not done what was intended in terms of sustained productivity improvement (Peetz 2012a).  

Employers, who are honest about its results, may be beginning to question a cost/benefit 

analysis of enterprise bargaining (Townsend et al 2013).  It is even more apparent that the 

adoption of enterprise bargaining, with which the union movement was so complicit, has not 

provided the basis for improving a downward trend in union density (Kelty 2012:224).  It 

would therefore appear to be timely to consider the alternative propositions to enterprise 

bargaining, particularly from the perspective of union density. 

 

The other monumental change to the Australian industrial relations system was the 2005 use 

of the Corporations Power of the Constitution by the Howard Government to regulate industrial 

relations in the bulk of the private sector (Craven 2006; Lyons and Khoshaba 2009; Stewart 

and Williams 2007; Williams 2006) and referral of powers from almost every state government 

(Sutherland and Riley 2010:276).  The virtual abolition of state jurisdictions in the private 

sector has had profound implications for state registered organisations, as has been discussed 

in this thesis.  These profound implications may not, however, be restricted to state-based 

unions and one wonders what other unforeseen consequences arise from the national industrial 

relations system.  In the High Court decision that upheld the use of the Corporations Power, 

his honour Justice Kirby, in a dissenting judgement, speculated as to what other fields of 

endeavour that had traditionally been the province of state governments was now vulnerable to 

a takeover by the Australian Government (Stewart and Williams 2007:169).  It is hoped that 

this thesis will have contributed to a further line of enquiry that considers this apparently 

irreversible jurisdiction change to industrial regulation in Australia. 
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Future Research 
 

As was intensified in the conclusion to Chapter 8 (Discussion), this final segment of the thesis identifies 

the need for future research that arises from this thesis.  A number of factors arose out of this research 

that will contribute to a greater understanding of the operation of Australian unions within prevailing 

economic and political environments.  Much of this thesis touches upon union renewal strategies and, 

in particular, the organising model.  It has been noted that the organising model, whilst advocating 

greater member control and democratic process is also said to be by necessity a top-down approach (de 

Tuberville 2012; Griffin and Moors 2004; Pocock 1998).  In this thesis, it has been suggested that 

restructures undertaken to give effect to the organising model, may at the same time, take some of the 

central functions of the unions in question further away from the membership, both in a physical and 

figurative sense.   

 

There has been little critique of the organising model despite the results, in terms of union density, being 

disappointing.  In the United Kingdom de Turberville (2004) and in Australia Bowden (2009) have been 

critical of the organising model for this reason.  Others have also noted that the organising model as a 

concept lacks clarity and precision (Simms and Holgate 2008).  The focus of this research was the 

centralisation of function per se, and the organising model is a tangential but important aspect of the 

line of inquiry.  Discussions with respondents in the data collection phase did from time to time drift 

into other critiques of the organising model.  Perhaps it is time for a more specific and critical 

assessment of the application of the organising model in Australia.  For comparative purposes, Figure 

8.3 graphically demonstrated recent membership data for a range of Australian unions.  The question 

that could be asked is why are some unions growing, and others not, in the context of the organising 

model.  In other words, did the organising model, however defined, contribute in way to the growth, or 

at least lack of decline, in membership in certain unions? 
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The literature reviewed in chapter 2 also considered the previous strategy for the Australian union 

movement, the process of amalgamations that took place in the late 1980s and early 1990s (Griffin 

2002; Tomkins 1999: Hose and Rimmer 2002).  The point was made in Chapter 8 that the three largest 

unions in Australia were single industry or occupation unions that did not partake in the amalgamation 

process to any great extent.  One of the principal criticisms of the amalgamation process was that 

amalgamation diluted occupational solidarity, one of the primary reasons that workers join unions (Gill 

and Griffin 1981; Griffin 2002; Hose and Rimmer 2002). 

 

Union amalgamation was the topic of extensive academic research at the time it all took place.  

Buchanan (2003) considered some of the “unfinished business97” of the Australian amalgamation 

process more than a decade after its conclusion, however little has been written since.  The 

amalgamation process did not stem the flow of union decline (Anderson, Griffin and Teicher 2002:68; 

Griffin 2002:14) and it is worthwhile considering whether amalgamations were in fact counter-

productive.  One observation from this research is that there appears to be a size that a union needs to 

be to remain in operation with amalgamated unions seemingly returning to the size of the host union 

over time.  Maintaining the minimum level of membership may be a defensive strategy to remain in 

operation, however it has a deleterious effect on aggregate levels of union membership.  This discussion 

would be timely as other amalgamation discussion are taking place at the time of writing this thesis, as 

is discussed in Chapter 8 (Workplace Express 2016). 

 

Two of the enablers of the centralisation process were the jurisdictional changes brought about by the 

use of the Corporations power to regulate industrial relations in Australia and the use of advanced 

information and communication technology (ICT).  The first of these enablers has undoubtedly had a 

                                                           
97 One of the unions considered in the Buchanan article was the FSU which has subsequently “consummated” the amalgamation of the 
Commonwealth Bank and private sector national divisions. 
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significant and on-going impact on the conduct of industrial relations regulation in Australia.  Some 

conservative commentators lamented the demise of states’ rights as part of the main-stream political 

agenda at the time (Craven 2006; Gisonda 2007), but this research has highlighted some consequences 

that may have been unintended.  Union coverage has changed with the NUW in particular being able to 

enter into areas of employment it would have been denied in state jurisdictions.  State branches of 

unions that operate entirely within the Fair Work system have found themselves without one of their 

primary reason for existence.  If such substantial changes have such profound implications for union 

governance, as was considered in this research, one can speculate as to what other changes have 

occurred to unions and other players within the industrial relations system.  WorkChoices was the 

subject of considerable academic interest (e.g. Hall 2005; Muir 2008; Van Gramberg 2013) but more 

for its substantive content rather than its long-term impact.  Some, but by no means all, of the substantive 

content of WorkChoices were abandoned by the Fair Work Act 2009 (Cwth) (Cooper 2009; Creighton 

2011; Teicher and Bryan 2013).  The legacy of national system of industrial relations regulating the 

private sector may have a range of consequences, unintended or otherwise, that are worthy of further 

research. 

 

Literature concerning the use of ICT by unions was considered in Chapter 2 as largely descriptive.  This 

literature did little to provide any analytical framework to assist in this research or the writing of this 

thesis.  Quite clearly technology can’t be ignored by unions or any other organisation in a contemporary 

setting.  This research included responses from a number of respondents who made comments to the 

effect that whilst technology is important it cannot replace the human aspect of unionism.  Unionism, 

it was said, is all about humanity.  Perhaps a further line of enquiry is a more analytical consideration 

of unions and the use of ICT within the specific framework of this tension between its use for efficiency 

sake and its over-use or misuse to replace the human elements of unionism.   
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Schedule 1 Questions to Respondents for Semi-structured 

interviews 
 

 

1.0 Federalism: 

 

1.1 How does the Branch of your union interact with its Federal Office? 

1.2 Where do you see the demarcation between powers of state and federal branches? 

1.3 Are you aware of a rule change that brought about a change to functions of state 

branches in your union? 

1.4 What do you understand are the stated objectives of the Federal office in the rule 

change? 

 

2.0 History of Branch 

 

2.1 What is your Branch’s history of amalgamations with other unions? 

2.2 What impact has amalgamations had on the branch or the federal union? 

2.3 What are the major industries your union covers? 

2.4 Please describe the stability of industries – recent changes to these industries, product 

market & investment, long-term prospects, employment security (by industry) 

2.5 What are the major issues for employees in these industries? (by industry) 
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2.6 What are the membership trends in major industries? 

2.7 Has there been any decline in membership in any of these industries? 

2.8 What strategies have been adopted to turn declines around? 

2.9 What are some of the major industrial instruments covering your members and in what 

jurisdiction have they been? 

2.10 Has Enterprise Bargaining been problematic in any of these industries? 

2.11 'What effect did Work Choices have on your union and its strategies?' 

2.12 What is your factional affiliation with the ALP? 

2.13  What is your factional affiliation with peak councils? 

2.14 What are some of the major tribunal decisions that your branch has been involved in? 

2.15 How do describe your relationship with other unions? 

2.16 What impact did WorkChoices have on the State Branch? 

2.17 What is the future of state branches post-WorkChoices? 

 

3.0 Methods of Organising 

 

3.1 Does Union leadership solve problems for members on basis of complaints and requests 

or does it emphasise solving problems at a site level? 

3.2 Does your union rely upon a grievance and negotiation process to resolve members’ 

problems? 
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3.3 Do members rely upon specialists, experts and union staff or does it emphasise solving 

problems at a site level? 

3.4 To what extent are delegates involved in negotiations? 

 

4.0 Use of Technology 

 

4.1 What role does technology (for example web site, emails, call centres) play in the future 

of unionism? 

4.2 What are the limitations on the use of technology? 

4.3 Has technology improved the efficient running of the union?  If so how, if not why? 

4.4 Has technology improved the democratic running of the union?  If so how, if not why? 

 

5.0 Democracy 

 

5.1 What are the features of a democratic union? 

5.2 Is there anything that could be improved to make your union more democratic? 

5.3 How does the rule change (see question 1.3) impact upon the democratic running of the 

union? 

 

6.0 Membership 
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6.1 What needs to be done to increase membership numbers and coverage? 

6.2 What is preventing measures to increase membership numbers and coverage? 

6.3.1 What effect has the rule change had on membership recruitment? 

6.4 Has the union been able to organise around the matters of concern to employees? (See 

question 2.5 above) 
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Schedule 2 Details of Respondents 
 

CPSU Respondents 

 

CPSU 1 (female) was interviewed on 17 April 2011 at the residence of the author.  CPSU 1 is 

a member of the state governing body of the CPSU as well as delegate to the national 

organisation.  CPSU 1 has held the position of delegate since 2007 and at the time of the 

interview was a CPSU delegate to the ACTU congress.  CPSU 1 holds a senior position within 

a commonwealth government department and was familiar with the structures and processes 

of the CPSU.  CPSU 1 had a good understanding of the organising model and how it was 

applied within the CPSU.  CPSU 1 also made comment with respect to the central nature of the 

CPSU. 

 

CPSU 2 (female) was interviewed on 29 July 2011 over the telephone and had been both an 

official and rank and file member of the CPSU.  CPSU 2 held a senior position within the 

CPSU and as such was able to provide an insight into the functions of the CPSU.  Given the 

nature of the position held by CPSU 2 it is not possible to expand on this information without 

disclosing her identity. 

 

Gerard Butler (CPSU 3) was interviewed at the residence of the author on 31 July 2011.  He 

chose not to remain anonymous.  Mr Butler had been an official of ACOA and was able to 

provide a thorough insight into the history of the CPSU host union.  Mr Butler provided a 

history of the political and industrial nature of the ACOA.  Mr Butler had also held senior 
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management positions within the Northern Territory Government where the CPSU has 

significant coverage. 

 

CPSU 4 (male) was interviewed by telephone on 7 August 2011.  CPSU 4 had, like CPSU 2, 

been both an official and rank and file member of the CPSU.  CPSU 4 was able to provide a 

substantial contribution to the amalgamation process that resulted in the CPSU being brought 

into existence.  He was also able to discuss concerns associated with the centralised nature of 

the CPSU. 

 

CPSU 5 (female) is a former rank and file member and official of the CPSU and was 

interviewed on 19 August 2011.  It is reasonable to describe CPSU 5 as a very active member 

of the CPSU including being a workplace delegate and conference delegate over a long period 

of time.  CPSU 5 has had experience either as a member or official in four separate branches 

of the CPSU.  CPSU 5 was able to discuss the perception of centralisation amongst members 

within the CPSU. 

 

Kerry Gardiner (CPSU 6) chose not to remain anonymous and was interviewed over the 

telephone on 25 August 2011.  Mr Gardiner had been a member of the CPSU for 17 years and 

had held positions of workplace delegate within both the Commonwealth and Northern 

Territory Governments.  Mr Gardiner was able to provide an insight into the challenges faced 

by union activists in small jurisdiction such as the Northern Territory.  In particular this 

includes the inability of smaller branches of the CPSU to influence outcomes at a national level.  

Mr Gardener also stressed that matters of importance to the more remote areas may not be of 

interest to officials in larger cities, a view shared by several other respondents. 
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Senator Claire Moore (CPSU 7) is an Australian Labor Party Senator for Queensland and was 

interviewed over the telephone on 30 August 2011.  Senator Moore is former Queensland 

Branch Secretary of the CPSU who held that position from 1996 until her election to the Senate 

in 2004.  As is discussed in Chapter 4, Senator Moore is able to provide support for the 

reorganisation.  This is somewhat ironic given that Senator Moore won an election for the 

position of Queensland Branch Secretary following her campaign that was based on too much 

influence from the federal office over the Queensland Branch.  As a convert to the centralised 

methods of the CPSU Senator Moore was able to see how bargaining structures had 

necessitated the CPSU to devote resources to national campaigns. 

 

CPSU 8 (male) has held senior, elected positions within the CPSU at a national level.  CPSU 

8 was interviewed on 5 September 2011 by telephone.  Well aware of the restructure, CPSU 8 

held senior positions both before and after the restructure.  As such he was able to articulate 

the machinations of the restructure.  CPSU 8 also described the changes to bargaining structures 

at a national level that was instrumental in the restructure. 

 

CPSU 9 (female) was interviewed over the phone 16 September 2011.  CPSU 9 was an official 

of the CPSU and was able to describe the nature of the power relationship between the branches 

and the federal office.  Having worked for a number of industrial organisations, CPSU 9 was 

able to comment on the impact the reorganisation had on the work performed by CPSU officials 

following the restructure.  Somewhat critical of the centralisation that resulted from the 

restructure, CPSU 9 described the “dumbing-down” of organising work in pursuit of national 

objectives that were set a central level. 
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At the time of the telephone interview on 29 November 2011 CPSU 10 (male) was a regional 

director of the CPSU in a smaller jurisdiction.  CPSU 10 had worked as both an organiser and 

in senior positions with his branch of the CPSU.  He is also a delegate to the national governing 

body of the union.  Whilst there is the capacity of the federal office to dictate the activities of 

the branch, his experience was that the views of regional directors were taken into consideration 

for decisions made at a national level. 

 

FSU Respondents 

 

FSU 1 (male) is a former Regional Director of the FSU and was interviewed in person at the 

author’s workplace on 7 March 2013.  FSU 1 was an integral participant in the development of 

the national structure of the FSU that resulted from the restructure.  FSU 1 was invaluable in 

explaining those structures.  FSU 1 was able to explain how the national structures were able 

to assist in the effective operation of the FSU. 

 

FSU 2 (female) is a former national divisional secretary of the FSU and was interviewed in 

person at the author’s workplace on 28 March 2013.  FSU 2 had been a national industrial 

officer working within a specific division.  The restructure of the FSU not only reflected 

national bargaining structures but also gave full effect to the amalgamation process that had 

begun in the early 1990s.  Having worked in a specific division that had operated as a “silo” 

within the FDSU, FSU 2 was able to provide details of the amalgamation process that formed 

part of the restructure. 
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Interviewed by telephone on 5 April 2013, FSU 3 (male) was an official of a large state branch 

of the FSU at the time of the restructure and moved to the national office following the 

restructure.  As a result of the restructure new leadership positions were created and FSU 3 was 

appointed to a national director’s position.  FSU 3 could provide an insight into the nature of 

the restructure from the point of view of an official of a larger branch.  FSU 3 also described a 

contested election that was the manifestation of the two schools of thought regarding the 

strategic direction of the FSU. 

 

At the time of the telephone interview on 15 April 2013, Leon Carter (FSU 4) was the National 

Secretary of the FSU.  Mr Carter was able to provide an understanding of the rule change that 

he described as nationalising the structures of the FSU.  The strategic change resulted in 

sections of the FSU being based on the employer of the member rather than geographic 

location. 

 

Paul Schroder (FSU 5) is a former National Secretary of the FSU being the immediate 

predecessor of Leon Carter.  At the time of the telephone interview on 18 April 2013, Mr 

Schroder was Group Executive – Membership of Australian Super, one of Australia’s largest 

industry superannuation funds.  Along with Mr Carter, his successor as National Secretary, Mr 

Schroder was able to provide the strategic reasoning behind the rule change. 

 

FSU 6 (female) was interviewed by telephone on 29 May 2013.  FSU 6 had held a range of 

honorary positions as a rank and file member of the FSU and has maintained her membership 
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of the FSU despite no longer working in the finance sector.  FSU 6 was not able to distinguish 

between the roles and functions of the federal office and her state branch.  FSU 6 like FSU 3 

was able to describe her perception of the power struggles within the FSU (Sydney versus 

Melbourne). 

 

On 3 June 2013 FSU 7 (female) was interviewed by telephone.  FSU 7, as a 25 year member 

of the FSU, was able to describe her interaction with federal and state branches.  As a rank and 

file member FSU 7 demonstrated a keen awareness of the operations of the FSU.  The 

implementation of national plans was an important part of the restructure to FSU 7. 

 

Interviewed on 4 June 2013 FSU 8 (female) was a national president of a division of the FSU.  

As a recent entrant to the finance sector, FSU 8 was able to describe her understanding of the 

way in which the federal structure interacts with the various state branches. 

 

FSU 9 (male) was interviewed over the telephone 5 June 2013.  FSU 9 was able to provide an 

insight as to a rank and file members’ attitude to the state/federal split of function which in his 

case was nil.  Critical of the amalgamation process, FSU 9 was able to indicate some of the 

limitations on the use of technology and the relevance of general material to him as a member 

of a specific division. 

 

FSU 10 was interviewed over the telephone on 6 June 2013.  FSU 10 is former national vice 

president who held that position at the time of the rule change.  FSU 10 was able to articulate 

how the power relationships changed from Branch Secretaries to the national structure by virtue 
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of the restructure.  FSU 10 confirmed the objective of giving ultimate effect to amalgamation 

process that commenced in the early 1990s. 

 

NUW Respondents 

 

NUW 1 (female) was interviewed on 13 December 2013 at a location not far from the author’s 

workplace.  NUW 1 is an official of the NUW in a branch and holds senior positions at a 

national level.  NUW 1 has an association of 20 years holding various positions within the 

NUW.  NUW 1 was able to provide a practical understanding on how the restructure impacted 

upon the day to day running of the NUW.  NUW 1 was also able to confirm how the NUW’s 

coverage was now 100 per cent in the federal Fair Work jurisdiction.  NUW 1 describes the 

economies of scale that were delivered by the restructure. 

 

Sam Roberts (NUW 2) was, at the relevant time, the General Branch Secretary of the NUW.  

Interviewed on 13 December 2013 at a location not far from the author’s workplace, Mr 

Roberts illustrated the intricate relationship between the federal office and the various branches 

of the NUW.  Mr Roberts describes the rule change in terms of its capacity to increase the 

power exercised by the NUW at a national level. 

 

NUW 3 (male) has never been an official or member of the NUW and was interviewed on 7 

May 2014 at a location not far from the author’s workplace.  It is sufficient to say that NUW 3 

was able provide a history of the NUW by his association with that union.  NUW 3 was able 

to provide a detailed explanation of the restructure that took place within the NUW. 
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Rebecca Keys was interviewed at the author’s workplace on 8 May 2014 and is a former official 

of the FSPU and NUW in Queensland.  Ms Keys provides an informative history of the NUW 

as it operated in Queensland.  Given the nature of the litigation associated with the abolition of 

the Queensland Branch, this history is quite useful.  Ms Keys has also been politically active 

and was able to give explanation to the political history of the union. 

 

On 16 May 2014 Derek Belan, the New South Wales Branch Secretary, was interviewed at the 

NUW New South Wales Branch Office in Granville New South Wales.  Mr Belan was able to 

provide an alternative view of the restructure.  Unlike the Queensland Branch, the New South 

Wales Branch was not made part of the General Branch of the union and accordingly his views 

are of some interest.  Mr Belan had been associated with the NUW and FSPU since 1985. 

 

NUW 6 (male) is a rank and file member of the NUW and was interviewed 27 June 2014.  

NUW 6 provides a very perceptive understanding of the reasoning behind the restructure.  Also 

politically active, NUW 6 is able to explain the political aspects of the restructure in its national 

focus. 

 

NUW 7 (male) is a rank and file member of the NUW.  NUW 7 was interviewed over the 

telephone on 8 August 2014.  Having been a member of the union for some time, NUW 7 was 

able to provide a very useful explanation of the restructure.  Unconcerned with some of the 

democratic nuances associated with the restructure, NUW 7 is able to provide a view as to how 

beneficial the restructure was to him as a member. 
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NUW 8 (male) is a relatively recent rank and file member of the NUW.  Having recently 

become a delegate of the NUW, NUW 8 is able to validate a number of the observations of 

other rank and file members. 

 

NUW 9 (male) is known to the author personally.  NUW 9 is able to provide some historical 

background of the NUW and its particular industries that operates on a national basis.  The 

absence of literature about the NUW has been noted elsewhere, so NUW 9 does provide some 

useful background. 

 

NUW 10 (female) is a rank and file member of the NUW.  NUW 10 has been a student of 

industrial relations, politically involved and has worked for a number of organisations within 

the union movement.  NUW 10 demonstrated an astute understanding of the purpose of the 

questions asked in the interview. 

 

 

 

 

 


