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The unions' continuing campaign for
occupational health and safety
by Ken Norling
(This is an edited version ofa talk given to a meeting ofthe
Melbourne branch of the Labour History Society on 31 August 2002)

Health and safety matters have become a major part of the activity of the trade union
movement over the last quarter century.

The first indication of the changes within the union movement was the 1979 ACTU Congress,
where a national occupational health and safety policy was adopted for the first time. John
Mathews, the founder of the ACTU OHS Unit, argues in his book Health and Safety at Work:
Australian Trade Union Health and Safety Representatives Handbook (1985), that the policies
adopted in 1979-1983 "set unions on a new course, requiring them to extend the scope of their
bargaining activities from the traditional economic domain to a new domain encompassing all
aspects ofthe quality ofthe working environment".
Of course that statement is inaccurate, not to mention unfair to generations of trade unionists. For
example, Stan Willis, long an active member of the Labour History Society, produced a pamphlet.
The Menace of Excessive Noise in Industry for the Boilermakers' Society in 1962. And back in
World War Two the Ironworkers had issued a pocket guide to Dust Dangers in the Factory.

Similarly, Sutcliffe's Trade Unionism in Australia records that in NSW between 1907 and 1913, of
3,371,389 days lost to industrial action, 919,300 were over wages, 62,559 over hours, and almost
half- 1,493,523 days - were due to industrial action over working conditions. I am not suggesting
these were all health and safety issues, but the figures indicate how much the 'quality of the
working environment' has always been a central part of union activity.
In the 1970s and 1980s, there was a major change in the legislative approach to such issues,
particularly in the wake of the Robens report in the UK. This report recommended new structures
to deal with health and safety in the workplace, trying to create a framework of consultation where
elected health and safety representatives and committees could provide direct input into workplace
issues, and work with employers to improve standards.

The Robens report was very influential in Australia, resulting in new legislation and the creation of
government authorities specifically dedicated to improving health and safety in all states and
territories, by the mid-1980s. A National Occupational Health and Safety Commission was also

established in 1985. The new legislation introduced elected representatives and committees, with
defined legal powers, in most of the states, while still emphasising that the provision of a safe and
healthy workplace is the responsibility of the employer. The OHS authorities which were
established also emphasised participation- in most cases they were tripartite, with governing boards
or advisory committees composed of representatives of unions and employers as well as the
government.

But things do change even while they remain the same. John Mathews' efforts, and the structural
changes of the 1970s and the 1980s, did change the way Australian unions look at the importance
of health and safety. It is unlikely, for example, that any union history published now would leave
out health and safety issues as Jim Hagan's History of the ACTU(1981) did - it has only two
references to occupational health issues in over 400 pages.
What has changed over twenty-five years?

Certainly there is more commitment of union resources, with the creation of specialist OHS
officers and OHS units in the ACTU,trades and labour councils and many unions. Unfortunately,
this has sometimes been undermined in recent times as unions have adopted what has become

known as the "organising model", with specialist OHS officers being seen as a "servicing" rather
than "organising" role, and consequently being discarded. Such failure to see occupational health
and safety as an industrial issue around which workplace campaigns - including recruitment
campaigns - can be organised remains a significant problem.(Workers on the job consistently list
health and safety among the top two or three issues of concem.)
This is particularly disappointing given the demonstrated strength of the network of health and
safety representatives which has developed in this country. Many thousand of workplaces now
have a worker who has taken on the role of health and safety rep because of a commitment to
protecting their fellow workers, and improving their working environment. In their responses to
ACTU surveys, they have regularly demonstrated the strength of that commitment, and unions
which have not yet tapped into this network are missing an important opportunity.
It is a two-way street, of course. The other side of the coin is that being a health and safety rep is
not all sunshine and roses. Reps face a constant risk of intimidation and harassment, and it is no
accident that the safest workplaces are those where there is union strength to support the rep.
The changed legislative and enforcement framework - the move from Shops and Factories Acts,
or Harmful Gases, Vapours, Fumes, Mists, Smokes and Dusts Regulations policed by Departments
of Labour to specialist OHS authorities, who are supposed to have specialised knowledge and be
able to provide adequate guidance about dealing with workplace hazards.
The development of national standards - comprehensive national standards for areas like noise,
manual handling, hazardous substances and dangerous goods(OHS talk for chemicals), mean it is
easier for workers to discover what they are being exposed to, what the consequences might be, and
what limits have been set.

Current and ongoing problems

The Australian constitutional structure is a major restriction on achieving safer and healthier
workplaces. Health and safety is a state- responsibility, so, for example, even when nationally

standards are agreed, they still don't apply till the states have created their own legislation or
regulation.
The situation is similar with enforcement, which often works on a lowest common denominator

basis. The recent battle over industrial manslaughter legislation in Victoria is an example.

Employers and conservative political parties are quick to jump on the bandwagon, saying "no other
state does this/has laws like this", so why should we?

There is a general lack of political will to enforce good occupational health and safety in
Australia. Penalties are inadequate, prosecutions are infrequent, and even when negligent
employers are convicted, low fines are imposed. In recent times in Western Australia, an abalone
poacher was fined three times as much as an employer who had caused the death of a worker.
This lack of will has been compounded by Liberal/National Party governments obsessed with
"reducing the excessive regulatory burden placed on business". At a federal level, it has meant the
National Occupational Health and Safety Commission has been largely ineffective since 1997.
At the same time, occupational health and safety matters have been reduced from awards as
part of the stripping process - they are no longer one of the twenty allowable matters. This is
justified on the grounds that such matters don't need to be in awards because there are OHS
regulatory bodies. That might be all right, ifthe regulatory bodies were doing anything.
Labour market changes have also badly affected health and safety. Not only are casual, part-time
or contract workers less secure in their employment, and so subject to bullying and intimidation to
stop them raising OHS issues, but also the representative and committee structures set up to protect
health and safety cannot work when many, or even most, workers in a workplace are only there
temporarily. Also, the most dangerous work is the work most often contracted out.

The Cole Royal Commission into the construction industry, together with Tony Abbott's "reforms"
threaten to further undermine efforts for improved health and safety -what can we expect when
proposed changes are supposedly to remove "the unnecessarily complex and prescriptive
occupational health and safety legislative regimes of the States which are inhibiting improved
workplace safety".
What is the outcome?

Deaths and injuries in Australian workplaces have been reduced over the last twenty years, but they
remain outrageously high. About 500 Australian workers are killed on the job each year, and
approximately 2,300 more die from diseases caused by work. These are very high figures - a
worker in Australia is three times more likely to be harmed than a worker in the UK,for example.

Australia has recently adopted a ten-year National OHS Strategy to deal with this. However, its
targets remain modest-a 10% reduction over next five years,40% over 10 years.
What are unions doing?
The ACTU has outlined a number of priorities, which include:

new standards(eg construction, fatigue, tobacco smoke, stress, violence)
better enforcement of OHS laws

, more research (Australia funds virtually no research into OHS hazards)
more data(we are currently dependent on data from workers' compensation claims)
Greater support and training for health and safety reps
more education and training
Unions are also tackling a new aspect of health and safety - action for health, rather than safety.
There is a new recognition that the employers' duty of care to provide a safe and healthy workplace
also extends to psychological, non-physical hazards. The ACTU, for example, has coordinated
national campaigns since 1997 on stress at work, work overload, dangerous working hours and
bullying.
Partly this focus comes from feedback from union members - a 1997 ACTU survey on stress at

work got 10,000 responses - but it has also learnt from overseas evidence about how lack ofjob
control, the impact oforganisational change and restructuring, etc, affect workers' health.
It is noteworthy that depression is being recognised as one the most important issues for society in
the early twenty-first century, second only to heart disease by 2010. The question is, how much of
it is work-related?(The Mental Health Foundation identifies stress as a precursor to depression.)
Union campaigns over working hours recently received welcome support from the Industrial
Relations Commission in the reasonable hours test case -the same commission that stripped OHS
(and any restriction over length of shift, breaks within shifts, etc) is now recognising health and
safety impacts of shift work and extended working hours.

All this is part of the battle against economic rationalism, globalisation, just in time production.
Work intensification, longer hours, speed-ups, incentive schemes, etc, all have obvious safety
consequences. They also have health consequences for workers who are continually tired and
stressed. And all these effects are worsened by the autocratic, intimidatory management styles that
have emerged in the course of economic restructuring.
This is a battle we need to win if we are not only going to reduce the deaths and physical
injuries, but also the destruction of people's U^ves through stress-related physical and
psychological conditions

Some history of the Sunshine Harvester factory
by Jack Hutson
There are three reasons why that factory should have a merited place in the industrial history of
Australia.

A well-known reason was that the owner, Hugh Victor McKay (1865-1926) was the most

successful designer of a machine that would strip, thresh, and bag grain in continuous operation in
the field. (Previously they were separate, labour-intensive operations.) That transformed wheat
production in Australia by greatly increasing it, and improved the economy by increasing the
export income.

The good design ofthe McKay Harvester stimulated a big increase in its sales in Australia from 75
in 1897 to a peak of 3,528 in 1910. There were also some export sales.

In 1898 a factory was opened in Ballarat for its production, but in 1906 it was moved to Braybrook
Junction to be close to rail transport for local and export trade. The name was eventually changed to
Sunshine as a Melbourne suburb, by a petition to the Victorian parliament.
The second well-known reason for its merit was the selection of the Harvester factory by the

president of the Conciliation and Arbitration Court, Judge Higgins, for his inquiry into what wage
should be a fair and reasonable wage for an unskilled labourer. He decided that it should be 7
shillings a day, and that became of industrial importance when he prescribed it as the basic wage in
the federal awards that he made as president.
The third reason for its merit was not well known, but it was the first time that mass production was

introduced in Australia. It was used by McKay for most of the parts for the Harvester machine.
Most of them were deliberately designed to be small because that had two advantages. The first

was that they could be rapidly produced on single-purpose machines by repetition work by cheap
unskilled labour, whose work could be speeded up by the payment of piece-work wages.

The second advantage was the parts required no skill for assembly, but could be just put together.
McKay was also constantly looking for ways to reduce production costs by obtaining labour-saving
devices. The only skilled workers he required was a small number of tradesmen to make and
service the special production machines.

The small cheap parts were useful for the individual farmer as it made it possible for him to easily
repair the machines himself.

McKay realised that he had to actively foster the loyalty of his workforce so he did that in a number
of ways. One was to establish an Employees Provident Fund. Another was to offer non-voting
shares to loyal employees. Among other ways, a most impressive one was the company financing a
beautiful garden for his employees and the general public.
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The relations between McKay and the Agricultural Implement Makers Union that covered his
production employees was a troubled one, with him defeating two big strikes held by the union.
That made him free to introduce new practices.

Any reader curious about the Sunshine RFarvester, as became the author of this article, can see a

full-scale replica displayed beside the library of the Sunshine Council. In addition, the library
provided a room for a custodian ofarchival information about the Harvester, so that a chat with him
would be worthwhile, but by appointment.

The only survivor ofthe once huge factory was the large iron gate made in the factory workshop. It
is a masterpiece of blacksmithing, partly because of its artistic design, and partly because many
parts were hand welded together. Electric welding was not used.
In 1953 the Sunshine company was taken over by its rival, the U.S. Massey-Fergusan company.

When it failed the Sunshine Council eventually bought the large site and by 1992 had completely
cleared it. It was then used for municipal offices, the library, and commercial and residential
development.

"WEDNESDAYNIGHTSAT THENIB"
The'NIB' lectures are held in the meeting room alongside the New International Bookshop at
the Melbourne Trades Hall.

They are organised by a consortium ofseven organisations, with the Australian Fabian Society

taking a leading role. The Melbourne branch ofthe Labour History Society is one ofthe other six
cooperating bodies. The time is 6pm for a 6:30pm start and an 8pm finish, and the cost - AFS
members $5, non-members $6 and concession $2.

9 October 'In Fear of the Republic* Long-time cultural commentator Sylvia Lawson takes
notions of nationality in her recent book How Simone de Beauvoir Died in Australia, and
connects them to issues such as race/cultural relations, current themes in the debates on the future
ofthe ALP,and politicised new-century feminism.

16 October 'Remembering the Freedom Rides'. Historian and author Ann Curthoys discusses
the legendary 1965 anti-racist bus trip into rural NSW.
23 October

Klaus Neumann, Research Associate at the Swinburne Institute for Social Research,

speaks on 'Unpalatable Pasts', with special reference to parallels between the collective
remembering and forgetting of the Nazi years in post-war Germanies, and Australian attempts to
come to terms with our colonial past and present.
30 October

'Universities in Turmoil: the Nelson Revolution and After'. Monash University

Education Professor Simon Marginson launches a further addition to the AFS/Arena Publications
series of public policy blue books.

Meeting Place

Meetings ofthe Society are held in the meeting room attached to the New
International Bookshop in the Trades Hall.
Enter the Trades Hall through the Victoria St. Entrance
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