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"Dung flies from one heap to another":
Fifty years in the painting trade
Leonardus F Siewert*

Throughout history the building industry and its impact has never been properly evaluated in
terms and viewpoints of the workers who partook in it. Credit was and is always bestowed on
reigning kings and potentates, architects and millionaire benefactors.
This was the case in ancient history, during the continuous building of Babylon and Ur, which
culminated in a building boom at the behest of kings Nebuchadnezzar and his son Belshazzar
(6th century BC). Babylon was an ancient metropolis with long leafy avenues lined with
public buildings, temples, altars, shrines and chapels to worship the pantheon of gods and
goddesses. There were also chambers of commerce, real estate offices, surveyors offices,
banks and stock exchanges for the purpose of personal loans with normal rates at 20%: a
blueprint for twentieth-century cities and institutions looking back to ancient Babylon.
Travellers stood in awe and disbelief on entering this magnificent place.
However, there is not a single mention of workers, a workers movement or their leaders, or if
there were any not a trace is left, for such is their lot to forever remain nameless.
Barely one hundred years later across the land and sea the great temple called "Parthenon", still
a great public landmark in Athens, was built, Athens, the democratic city state from which we
all have inherited so much. Their records are different for it is known there were names of
leaders and lawyers. Conditions were agreed on with workers. Architects, tradesmen and
workers in general were paid one drachma per day's work, enough to support a small family.
A very commendable principle to my mind.
If the impatient type of reader hasn't given up by now, or has exclaimed, "Now why all of
this?" then let me reassure her or him that this is only a small part of an intended preamble for
those of us who reject or ignore the past, for if we do so, we never understand the present.

*

Leon Siewert, now retired, has been a painter since his apprenticeship days in Holland in
the 1940's. He was on the Executive of the Operative Painters and Decorators Union for
nine years, seven of those as Vice President and President.
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Once this indulgent statement is out of the way my story can take form and relate to a part of
my career which lasted close to fifty years in the building industry. I was born in the low
countries now called "the Netherlands", in the city of Rotterdam. Rotterdam is a city built on
both sides of the River Maas, a thriving commercial port going back to the 15th century. The
Maas flows into the North Sea. A couple of months before my birth, I crossed that river. safe
and warm inside my mother. She and many others ventured on the one metre thick ice, strong
enough to carry all traffic from one side to the other. It was as cold as any Siberian winter,
cutting out all building activities. My father, grandfather and great grandfather, all painters,
found themselves without work and had to close down their workshop.
With so little to do, my great grandfather worked on his paintings, ceilings and wall designs for
the coming spring season. They were all artisans devoted to their arts and crafts. Later I
listened to their stories of "works" for their rich client merchants and a painting or two being
parted with to clinch a contract, at no extra cost of course.
This all came to an abrnpt end when the world depression, culminating in a World War, swept
over this rich, tiny nation. It was only natural that I had to follow in my father's footsteps and
for this reason alone I was enrolled at the Rotterdam Technical College, to study the arts and
decorating. When I showed a preference for the Academy of Fine Arts, my father reluctantly
agreed, muttering "You'll come down from your high horse once we're in Melbourne,
Australia". However, the war in Europe still raged for another two years before the collapse of
the German war machine, dragging him and millions more with it to their deaths.
When it was all over, I was barely seventeen, supporting a young widowed mother of thirty
five and a brother and sister in a city with its heart bombed out, a city bankrupted, its port
facilities and commercial infrastrncture systematically destroyed.
To the citizens of Rotterdam, the great pain inflicted on them was as acute and lasting as if it
would have been in Rome; five hundred years of history had been laid to rubble and ashes.
Their beautifully decorated historic buildings, quaint and majestic, ancient bridges, canals and
storehouses had been taken from them along with their identity to the depth of their souls.
Soon after, the Royal family, from their safe haven in Canada, returned and the Prince of the
Netherlands with an inspiring speech, "All the rebuilding shall surely take place if everyone
gives a helping hand".
Eight years later, January 1955, with a two year technical college diploma (full time) plus seven
years' indentured apprenticeship papers, I migrated to Australia and Sydney town. Melbourne
would have been more fitting for it had been my father's wish to settle there to start a painting
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shop. This dream he nourished to the end, saying, "There working men can live decent lives,
there proletarians can live like kings".
The sheer size of Sydney and suburbs was overwhelming. In my first letter to my fiancee I
wrote, "It feels like I have landed in New York," a city I ha<;! seen only in films.
Work was easy to obtain and employers vied with each other recruiting painters and decorators.
My skills were highly appreciated in what they called "old work", which to me wasn't old at
all. I was even paid two pounds over the award rising to nearly an extra day's pay for a forty
hour week.
Being used to forty-eight hours weekly and low earnings one could earn a small fortune in a
few years. This was all due to the power of the unions, my boss Jim told me. "A lot of people
are not worth it," he would say.

When I asked him, "You think, I good painter?" he

answered, "Oh yeah, you're not too bad, but your English is really lousy, I'll teach you when
I'm on the job with you," which wasn't often.
More and more he left me on my own painting the homes of the wealthy in Vaucluse and the
inner harbour mansions of Sydney. I learned my English and Australian manners from the
well-to-do. Being a foreign immigrant added somewhat to my prestige and the ladies of the
house, after discussing colours, expressed their thanks with lavish morning and afternoon teas.
In many cases conversations were conducted on first name terms. I had truly landed in an
egalitarian paradise.
"A place where proletarians could live like kings", my father had repeated over and over again.
How cruel fate had been to deny this to him. With his ultra-left political principles, with his
sympathies towards the little bosses, he could see no contradiction. "Proletarians of the world
unite", was as valid to him as the gospel to Christians. I had in his place entered the New
World but not as one of proletarians alone, as the next forty years of my "Australian" existence
would show.
But then I was not yet six months in Australia and had to transform my mind into a childlike
fashion because this was how people communicated with me. To learn a language from
scratch, you have to be a child again. In the historical and political scene I was totally illiterate.
I knew one thing for certain, I had to join a trade union and to that effect I turned to my boss.
"But there is no need," he said, "a lot of them are troublemakers." When I told him my father
had been a member of a communist trade union and so was I, to honour him, he was visibly
shocked. "But, but don't tell my customers, for Christ's sake," he stammered, "they all like
-3-

I too like them and you, Jim, you are good boss, I said. He then jumped
into his pick-up truck and shouted, "Ah well, its your own bloody business," in true Australian
you very much.

11
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fashion.
To me he personified the AJJstralian character of tolerance and individuality. I felt proud to
work for him. His advice was always straight and honest. When after some time I raised
aspects of a cultural nature with Australians lacking interest in such matters, his answer was
short and to the point. "If all this European culture is so bloody marvellous why did they bomb
the hell out of one another, killing millions of poor innocent bastards?" I never raised the
subject of culture again.
After all this time I still have the highest regard for my first Australian boss. He even shouted
me fishing holidays for up to two weeks on full pay in the wilds of New South Wales.
Together we fished in the bush and on the beach. His love for the countryside and Australia
was infectious, instilling in me the same values and visions for the future. Through him I
became confident and self-assured. His advice to all new migrants who didn't like the
Australian way of life was simple, just to pack their bags and jump on the first boat available.
My desire to break away from employers became stronger when I discovered that all employers
were not like him. To my surprise I found immigrant employers the worst types, to be avoided
at all costs.
My chance came in Western Australia where my young wife and four year old son and myself
settled in Perth in April 1962. The change was nearly as great as what I had experienced seven
years earlier when I left the Netherlands.
Work in the building industry was difficult to find. There was not the abundance of all sorts of
jobs as there had been in Sydney. On arriving, it felt like entering a large New South Wales
country town. The people were friendly enough but provincial in attitudes, in stark contrast to
the Sydneysiders. In Sydney, nobody showed interest of a personal nature in one's
background. In Perth, one was expected to spell out the tiniest detail. Coming from the
Eastern States was as unusual to them as coming from the United States and viewed with
suspicion. The first question to answer usually was "Why have you come here?" Coming
from over "East" was like coming from another country.
In spite of the parochialism I could not help falling in love with Perth. A clean city, well
organised and pleasant to live in. The icing on the suburban cake is Fremantle, this nostalgic
conglomeration of the Mediterranean and European styles and its harbour precincts. At any
moment one expects a Neapolitan song to burst forth in throaty high C's, or a Waltzing
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Matilda.

It was possible to buy old workers' cottages in Fremantle but out of my range

financially.
Instead it was easier to apply for a State Housing Commission home and buy it freehold on a
hundred pound deposit. As the waiting list was short we qualified within six months. New
tenants could choose between fifteen designs in various suburbs, streets and brick colour. In
Sydney one could wait as long as fifteen years. My family and I decided to live in the new
suburb of Balga. The homes were built in typical working class style, in brick veneer. Whole
areas were bulldozed of vegetation with here and there a banksia tree left in the front. These
were promptly chopped down by the new owners who claimed they would clog gutters and
grow roots under foundations. The evening silence was broken by a multitude of barking
dogs, as just about every owner needed a dog on the property.
However, the housing industry expanded rapidly with Commonwealth grants to the State of
WA. As soon as we moved into our home I decided the time was right to work for myself and
set up a paint shop and register with the Painters' Registration Board of WA.
With my trade papers and translations found in order I was given a certificate of registration
No. 876, signed by the Chairman and Registrar of the Board. My full names were beautifully
written and the certificate printed in gold and black Gothic lettering including the red common
seal of the Board. It was posted to me and folded a number of times to fit into the smallest
possible business envelope. A sacrilegious act surely. However, it opened the door for me to
enter the WA business world.
I had joined the Painters and Decorators Union in Sydney in 1955, but had to resign,
reluctantly, in Perth. The Executive in their wisdom deemed self-employed workers as bosses.
To start on one's own without relative job security was difficult and at times frustrating. The
fact that I had decided never to work for employers again played a vital part in pushing myself
to the unorthodox. I would select a street in South Perth with badly maintained homes
invariably occupied by pensioners. My quotes were hard to resist and meant an easy flow of
work. So much so that in one particular street after having staiied at the top I found myself still
painting at the bottom a year later. I had even painted a number of refrigerators and an old
Morris motor cai·. With this feat my fame was established. "This man worked cheaply and
painted just about everything in sight," it was said. I was surprised to learn that most home
owners refused to have their houses painted during wintertime. This meant one had to widen
one's scope.
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As building in Balga and GiITawheen accelerated I undertook to paint a number of homes for a
construction company. Hundreds of homes were built simultaneously by different contractors.
After some months I was rechristened and became known as "Louie the Fly", this flattering
name I was given because of my inconsistent appearances. Louie the Fly was the villain in a
Mortein insect spray cartoon endlessly shown on television. If after a week or so I'd come
back to do some painting again, the site supervisor, on entering the half-painted house sang in a
loud agitated voice, "from tip to dustbin, from dustbin to toy" etc. With an imaginary whiz of
inspect repellent Louie the fly croaked it, expiring on his back covered in dirt and germs. In a
mournful tone he ended saying, "and this was poor Louie's fate". I assured him that if his
company persisted in paying outrageously low prices for paintwork, that's what they could
expect, "just dung flies from one heap to another". His reply was always the same, "Now you
be careful, I have a hundred painters waiting to do the job." He wasn't boasting. "Why do
you need so many holidays," he asked me, when finally after eight weeks I completed my job.
I told him that since it was impossible to make a decent living working for his company, his
houses filled only the gaps in my private work schedule.
The events which followed occurred during the early 1970's, although I have not dated events
precisely. It was my plan to give up this type of work altogether. But before doing just that I
asked for an interview with the Director of the construction company. This was unheard of
since all deals were verbally agreed on between site foremen and sub-contractors. "Take it or
leave it," was the common reply if the "subbies", as they were known, objected to the pittance
being paid for their skills. Only the best could survive in this highly exploitative set-up where
they were being constantly underpaid with monies kept on hold to compel them to commence
another house. The foremen played the dubious role of middlemen, they were a contemptuous
lot, for most of them lacked basic skills. I considered them lackeys but had to deal with them
nevertheless. They considered me arrogant and a spoiler, for it was my countrymen from
Holland who had driven down prices undercutting everyone else. There was much truth in the
statement but then I found a lot of other migrant workers on the sites from just about every
country in Europe, outnumbering the Australian born "subbies".
I confronted the director. He displayed a remarkable na:ivety in being totally unaware of award
rates and conditions. When he heard me out he showed utter surprise and could not
understand, if things were so bad, why was I still working under such conditions. This was
the chance I had been waiting for and said, "You're a sophist, mister, if you work with the
same methods and mentality as we do you'll be bankrupt within six months." "I'm a what?" he
exclaimed. "You get the picture, sir, you know exactly what I mean," I reported and with that
made my exit. He followed me repeating what I had heard before, "Take it or leave it, for
every one of you there are ten more fools waiting to do the job." To this true but absurd
statement I replied with conviction that one day in the future someone was going to prove him
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wrong, fools we may be but not forever. In one moment I had succeeded in exposing him at
least in a confrontation.
After this revealing interview, I became more determined to stay away altogether from builders.
This was possible for some time but in the end there was no other choice. The same workers
were still working on sites, seven days a week, without provisions for holidays, public
holidays or sick leave, etc. Their mood had changed however. At lunch breaks they
congregated sometimes to discuss conditions and ways to shortcut specifications. I succeeded
in cutting a day off each week by lowering standards. At these working lunches it was easier
to win over "subbies" who were rather neutral, asking them how they were doing. Some
argued it was better not to upset the applecart. It was okay for "Louie the Fly" having
customers to tum to, but what about their families - who was going to feed them?
Slowly these short meetings produced a climate of discontent. I took it upon myself to play a
more leading role, for the only means at my disposal was just that, inciting workers with
reasonable dispositions. As luck would have it, a trade union official, on someone's advice,
called a public meeting. Hundreds of "subbies" attended on a rise overlooking a massive
housing estate. With arms outstretched and messianic fervour he asked them to look as far as
the eye could see. "What do you see, it's all your work, brothers, and what did you get paid
for this? I'll tell you. Peanuts."
This was what I had been waiting for. A delegation was put together to meet the Master
Builders and officials of their Association. The delegation led by the BWIU (Building Workers
Industrial Union) official Ray Clohessy and myself faced the "employers" for the first time.
This gambit I often played, calling them "employers", for it was difficult to accept that
"subbies" were nothing more than pieceworkers without Union protection.
The employers association rejected all proposals on the grounds that all subcontractors were
engaged in free enterprise. Our delegation was paid a day's pay by the Union. My time where
I could play a leading role had come, thanks to the public meeting. In a week ten painters
elected me as the founding secretary of the "Association of Painting Contractors", APC for
short.
However, with ten members each paying $5.00 yearly membership fees, it was difficult to
imagine how we could take on the whole of the construction industry. With enthusiasm I went
on a membership drive signing up painters. Some wanted to know what they were getting for
their money. If they smoked, I told them they could choose between better conditions or a few
packets of cigarettes. My sarcasm wasn't lost on them and they usually joined in, returning my
snipe with one of their own, saying that I surely was going to benefit when this whole thing
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got off the ground. Our Executive was made up of painters from seven different European
countries.
As soon as I was elected Honorary Secretary, painters on the sites reverted back to my real
name. "Louie the Fly" somehow seemed an inappropriate title to address an Association
official.
We organised meetings at different public halls increasing our membership to such an extent
that the industry started to take notice of us. It took a lot of persuasion on my part to convince
our members to convene in the Labor Centre's Trades Hall. A number of members could not
accept such a venue as they considered themselves employers. They had as many political
opinions as there are colours in the rainbow. When at a general meeting I moved to blackban a
building company, my motion was nearly lost. I reminded them of my interview and how the
director had belittled us calling us fools to be replaced by other fools; their vote would result in
the company having no painters. I declared the following day for our blackban. The effect was
immediate. I was to be banned from all sites in the whole of Western Australia by the Master
Builders.
I told them it would be better to ban me in the whole of Australia as that would benefit me even
more. Since none of the company's houses could be handed over to the State Housing
Commission, they had no other choice than to attempt the desperate.
After several months the company hired two untrained and unqualified painters, who were not
registered with the Painters Registration Board. These two painters were women. The
Association viewed this as a deliberate strategy by the employer to "cock a snoot" at us, by
allowing painters to work who were not legally able to do so, but nevertheless attracting public
and media sympathy. As soon as painters showed their faces these workers were hidden away
from view. We inspected their work after they were safely in their car on the way home. The
standard of work was unprofessional and would never be passed by State Housing
Commission supervisors. It was my task to dissuade them from their efforts as they were
breaking the law. They acknowledged this reluctantly, however they felt the company would
protect them. I then asked them whom they were protected against. "It's you people of
course," one of the women said. It was the right time for me to assure them they had nothing
to fear from us; on the contrary, we would assist them in any way to become registered painters
after doing an apprenticeship and achieving the necessary qualifications.
To make up for lost time, our female colleagues worked through weekends. The executive of
the APC decided to hold a demonstration in front of the house the women were painting. A few
hours prior to this event "The West Australian" newspaper was notified. About forty painters
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all dressed in clean white overalls had arrived by that time. Our protest covered the whole of
the front page with interviews and photographs. For a week journalists and the television
media pursued me as official spokesman for the Association. On one occasion I was
interviewed by the ABC's Channel Two network. On a programme called "This Day Tonight",
the reporter started a new line of questioning. "Why were we trying to take the livelihood away
from two women working, making a living like any other worker in Australia? Why had we
hindered and obstructed their progress to such an extent that they absolutely felt terrified by us?
Didn't women have the right to engage in professions like any other person in Australia?" To
these questions my answers fell into line with the Executive's policy, that we were totally
behind the women advising them to stop working for a company which we had declared black.
We ourselves would compensate them for lost working hours. To the questions of whether I
had any reservations personally against women working in our industry, I replied that on the
contrary, women would enhance our trade. In many ways throughout my apprenticeship years
I had learned much from them.
Finally, the Painters Registration Board solved our dilemma by simply enforcing the Painters
Registration Act and fining any person unlawfully engaging in painting contracting. This put
an end to an avalanche of phone calls and interviews. We had won the day and were friends
with our women colleagues. They sided with us and some months later the company ceased its
construction operations.
With these successes our cause was strengthened. We sought contact with the Master Painters'
Association to discuss pricing guidelines for workers engaged in the cottage industry. Our last
meeting ended in acrimony. This Association claimed we were nothing more than rabble
rousers of the worst kind. Our only salvation was to join them en masse and reform ourselves
to be respectable journeymen and uphold our dignity as our profession dictated. If we didn't
they wouldn't touch us with a barge pole. If we kept slandering them they would sue us to
such an extent, we wouldn't have a paint pot left standing to urinate in.
With this in mind we thought it better to continue in our evil ways. I approached the Operative
Painters and Decorators Union, who helped us in many ways such as sending out their
organisers to building sites. They informed painters about award conditions and entitlements,
demonstrating a vast gap between real wages and the pittance painters received. This help was
much appreciated as we lacked funds to have our own organiser. I carried out this function as
much as my own income allowed in an honorary capacity. Our membership dwindled to
unacceptable numbers and it looked as if we would fall on the same fate as the company we had
fought so successfully.
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This caused friction and in-fighting, not worthy of some of us.. What benefit had it brought to
us other than struggle and a bad image? Tradesmen should be free and not be told what to do if
they worked for themselves. After all they were their own "boss". At my suggestion to join the
Painters Union if we lacked funds and strength, I was met with derision, "We've known all
along you're a stooge for the Painters Union with your meetings in the Trades Hall." Our
association finished with the same membership as at its inception, exactly ten. It was then
decided to stop activities until such time when the need would arise. Most of us knew this
would be a long time coming. A false hope perhaps for we knew instinctively how difficult it
was to unite tradesmen so diverse as we had been: we ourselves were no different.
As for myself, I am in continuous wonderment as to how any building project arises out of
nothing. How out of this collective chaos and disparity, disputes and strikes, something is
created for all of us to see, admire and live in, calling it our home and city, to be speculated
with and haggled about, fortunes being made and lost. Witness the greedy eighties culminating
in the absurd. However, the human need to live close together is greater than all others. Our
existence depends on it as it did for thousands of years.
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Pete:r Sideris and the Rubble Walle:rs

Brenda Love*

Peter Sideris was a well respected unionist in the building industry and for many years a
member of the Communist Party of Australia. He held various union positions, the most recent
being President of the Building Workers Industrial Union. Just prior to his death in 1988, the
then Construction, Mining and Energy Workers Union instigated the "Peter Sideris Award" for
best apprentice in recognition of Peter's commitment to training and the union movement.
This article, on Peter's work and early union activity is a contribution to the history of labour in
the Western Australian building industry on which so little has been written.
Peter's early years as a Macedonian growing up under repressive Greek rule had a major
influence on his adult life. Born in 1920 in the Macedonian village of Lagen (near the town of
Florina), Peter was a young teenager when he and some friends were beaten by Greek police
for speaking Macedonian in their own home. It was the 1930's and Greek authorities had
outlawed the Macedonian language. Peter's family name, Siderov, had been Grecianised or
'Greekified' to Sideris in the early days of Greek occupation. In 1939 Peter left Greece for
Australia on the second last boat to come here from Greece before war broke out.
Once in Australia Peter and his relatives did farm labouring, work they were familiar with from
their Macedonian village. This did not last long for Peter who despite his opposition to war
volunteered to join the Australian Imperial Forces as a stretcher bearer in the 28th Field
Ambulance Corp. His experience of fascism in Macedonia encouraged Peter to join the fight
against it. He said that fascism should not be allowed to dominate. The four and a half years
he spent in the Forces had a lasting impact. The coJ.11...radeship of Australian men helped Peter to
overcome an inferiority he felt from not being fluent in English. It also encouraged a love of
physical fitness that led him to the building industry and rubble walling.

* Brenda Love was an industrial officer for the CFMEU from 1987 to 1993. She is now
combining family commitments with work for the W. A. Group Training Scheme.
This article was compiled from recent interviews with Peter's wife Connie Sideris, his second
cousin and work mate Chris Vassiliou and Bill Ethell who worked with Peter in the union
movement.
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Peter Sideris returned from war a changed man. He encouraged young Macedonian men to
take up wrestling and other physical pursuits instead of sitting around smoking, drinking and
gambling as he himself had done. Together with other young men he helped to set up a youth
group for Macedonian men. Physical, outdoor work appealed to Peter and he sought work in
the building industry which was picking up after the war (although supply of materials
restrained growth). Like most rubble wallers he began as a labourer in the industry until
someone in the Macedonian community offered to teach him rubble walling.
Rubble wallers, in the main, laid limestone foundations for houses. Limestone foundations
were not used for larger buildings because they were not strong enough. To the uninitiated
rubble walling (for foundations)is a bit like constructing a two or three layered wall on its side
using limestone blocks instead of bricks. Firstly, a big slab of limestone was rolled off the
truck on to site. The rubble waller reduced it to blocks using a cross saw (or hammer, splitters
and wedges for harder limestone)and then shaped the block with an axe. The blocks were not
uniform in size, building regulations required that they were between 6 and 16 inches in height.
The foundation could also vary in depth (given the slope of the block)and so at one point it
might be two blocks thick, while at another perhaps three or even more. It was a "cut your
own pieces", multilayered jigsaw puzzle. Rubble walling was hard, physical work and Peter
loved it (and still had the energy to do weights training when he got home!). Initially most of
Peter's work, as with other rubble wallers, was in housing construction but he did a lot of
restoration work during the 1970's while employed by the then Public Works Department. He
carried out limestone and sandstone restoration work on many well known buildings including
the Maritime Museum in Cliff Street, Fremantle; the old CIB Headquarters in the Cultural
Centre, Northbridge (now the Art Gallery Administration Centre); the Round House in
Fremantle; Parliament House; and the old Gaol and Court House in the Perth Museum
complex. Peter was known for his careful, precise work.
The rubble wallers were almost entirely migrant workers: Macedonians, Yugoslavs, Italians
and some Bulgarians . Some of these men arrived in Australia without a trade and were too old
to live on the level of wages paid to apprentices. The language barrier proved a further
impediment to learning a trade through the usual apprenticeship arrangements. Other men
turned to rubble walling unable to get work in their usual occupation. Employer prejudice and
trade union opposition to the importation of skilled labour combined to restrict employment
opportunities for these workers. Most started in the industry as labourers and took up rubble
walling because the pay was better. These workers did not generally come to the industry with
a background of union experience and very few were members of the Operative Bricklayers
and Rubble Wallers Union.
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Most rubble wallers were piece rate workers although some were directly employed by one of
the stone companies and paid according to the award. Piece rate workers were taken on by a
builder who paid them according to the quantity of limestone they laid. The basic unit of
measure (for payment) was by three foot average (that is a foundation to an average depth of
three foot). There was a higher rate for each additional six inches. Piece rate rubble wallers
found it difficult to make the weekly award rate and as they were among the first workers on a
site the conditions were even worse for them than other building workers. The material sheds
on site were used as lunch sheds and for a long time toilets were little more than holes in the
ground.
Peter led a campaign in the mid to late sixties to increase union membership and to improve
piece rates which had actually declined over a number of years. It was a highly successful
campaign resulting in close to 100% union membership and significant increases in rates of
pay. The new piece rates were tied to increases in the basic wage and the employers and rubble
wallers stuck to them. While buoyant conditions in the housing industry played a part, much
of the success of this campaign can be attributed to Peter's leadership.
In 1969 the (renamed) Operative Bricklayers and Stone Workers Industrial Union of Workers
amalgamated with the Carpenters and Joiners Union to form the Carpenters and Joiners,
Bricklayers and Stoneworkers Industrial Union of Workers. The amalgamation took a number
of years to organise because the Bricklayers' Union had a rule that prohibited Communists
from holding office and a Communist, Maurie Lachberg, was a member of the executive of the
Carpenters' Union. Peter, a member of the Communist Party since 1951, was among those
who for a number of years argued at the Union's annual conference for an end to the rule. On
one occasion the vote was tied and the chairperson cast his vote in favour of abolishing the anti
Communist rule, but subsequently the opposition discovered that the proposed rule change had
not been advertised in strict accordance with the Union's rules. The following year the rule
change received majority support allowing Communists to hold elected positions in the Union
and paving the way for the amalgamation.
Peter Sideris was a great believer in the power of logical argument. Whether it was a potential
union member, a political opponent or an employer he always tried to influence them through
discussion and negotiation. He was not put off by losing a vote or being heavily outnumbered
in an argument, taking the view that as long as someone was still listening it was worth
talking, urging, arguing. Through his membership of the Communist Party Peter learnt more
about organising and uniting working class people. With employers he negotiated from a
position of knowledge. Peter was good with figures and understood the economics of the
industry in which he worked. There were four companies supplying limestone in Perth and he
understood how they controlled prices, what margins they operated on and how much room
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they had to move on wages and piece rates. He used this knowledge to bargain with the
companies and the builders for better rates. He also used it to convince fellow workers that the
industry could afford to pay them more.
Rubble wallers generally worked in teams of just two or three but several such teams might be
working in the same suburb. Peter would get around and talk to them (while still working a
job himself). He compared rates he and other rubble wallers were being paid with what they
were earning. It was hard work initially because there was a reluctance to divulge this
information but Peter continued and slowly built up their trust. It was undoubtedly his activity
during this period that contributed to the sudden increase in union membership in the 1960's
campaign.
Peter was the last person to hold the position of President of the Building Workers Industrial
Union - WA Branch. He was awarded life membership of the Union which he laughingly
declared to his wife was a bad omen. Previous recipients had shown an alarming tendency to
die soon after having this honour bestowed upon them. "Now I know I'm done for," he joked.
Peter knew at this stage that his cancer was very serious.
Peter fought throat cancer for over seven years. He underwent surgery, radiotherapy and
chemotherapy but the medical experts had to finally admit that they could do no more for him.
His wife insisted that he spend his remaining time at home with family and friends around him.
It was December 1988 and the house took on a festive air. People were invited around for
Christmas drinks, decorations were put up. Peter worked in his much loved vegetable garden
and distributed the produce to those who came. He made just one rule - there was to be no
crying in the house. Peter lived for a further 15 days.
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The Construction Phase Of The Pilbara Iron Ore Industry 19651972: Workers, Their Unions, and Organising The Industry
Julie Tracy*

Introduction
The Pilbara iron ore mining industry has been an important export industry for the State of
Western Australia. Since its inception it has also been very significant in terms of industrial
relations and strategic union power. Much has been written about the industry and industrial
relations within it but very little has been written about what occurred during the construction
phase or how the union movement organised the industry. This paper addresses these issue by
examining the construction period 1965-1972. It does this by placing union organising within
the context of union coverage prior to the iron ore construction phase, the rapid population and
infrastructure growth during the period, the rapid construction requirements of the Japanese
manufacturers, the workforce, wages and conditions, and inter-union politics.

The Growth of the Pilbara Iron Ore Industry
Embargos, Exploration and Agreements
The 1960s marked a new era in Australian iron ore exploration. Before this period there was a
feeling within the Commonwealth government that Australia's iron ore reserves were small and
because of this an embargo was placed on the export of this mineral. Lang Hancock's
discovery of large quantities of high grade iron ore in Western Australia established Australia
as one of the world's most iron ore endowed nations and led to the Commonwealth totally
lifting its embargo on the export of Australian iron ore in 1963. In the same year, the Western
Australian government granted mining leases and ten Japanese steel mills agreed to import
250,000,000 tons of Pilbara iron ore and iron pellets from four yet to be established mines.1
Goldsworthy Mining Limited, Hamersley Iron Pty Limited, Mt. Newman Mining Company
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Pty. Limited, and Cliffs W .A. Mining Co Pty Limited were the four companies that obtained
mineral leases, held ratified agreements with the State government and began iron ore
production. The partners in these operating companies represented at the time the world's
major mining interests. It was the first time that "adequate capital and technical resources
independent of Broken Hill Pty. Ltd."2 were invested in the Australian_iron and steel industry,
although the latter company had a substantial share of the emerging industry. The industry
thus moved from being an Australian industry, to having substantial multi-national ownership.
Population Growth & Infrastructure
Before the development of the iron ore industry the Pilbara was sparsely populated. It was
geographically and socially isolated and was dominated by pastoral and mining interests.
Following the signing of the iron ore agreements, massive public and private sector
infrastructure development of the Pilbara began. In 1967 it was estimated that during
construction $1,631 million would be spent including $730 million on public works, $680
million by iron ore companies, and $221 by other private companies.3 As a result industrial
activity in the State which serviced the Pilbara expanded rapidly, especially amongst
engineering, timber milling, and construction firms. In 1961 there were 3,645 people living in
the Pilbara and by 1968 this figure had risen to 7,186.4 The population increase was localised
- between 1966 and 1971 Port Hedland increased by 273%, and Dampier had an increase of
229%.5

Employment in the building and construction industry rose dramatically; in 1961
there were 201 people in the industry, 2,267 in 1966, and 4,603 in 1971.6

Unions in the Pilbara
Prior to the construction phase of the iron ore industry, the Australian Workers Union (A WU)
had the largest presence in the North West. However it was not until 1965 that the AWU had a
full time presence in the Pilbara.7 Before then, AWU country organisers made yearly six
month trips from Perth to Wyndham during the shearing season. They organised shearing,
main roads, port maintenance, the wharfs, and mining at the blue asbestos mine at Wittenoom.
The most significant A WU organiser during the early phase of the iron ore industry was Gil
Barr. He recalls that the earliest A WU organiser servicing the north, to the best of his
knowledge, was Jack Walsh in 1948. In the early 1950s Ted Archer was servicing workers in
the shearing industry, the main roads, port maintenance, and the wharfs. Cec Reen took over
Archer's job around 1962/63 and held the position until 1968. During the 1960s the AWU was
also involved in mining at the blue asbestos operation at Wittenoom Gorge.8 Other Perth
unions, particularly craft unions, were not interested in the North West because of high costs
associated with servicing the region.9 Nevertheless, Jim Coleman when he was the country
organiser for the Amalgamated Engineering Union (AEU) made yearly trips through the North
-16-

servicing mining and engineering workers. IO Coleman also had an understanding with the
Western Australian Carpenters and Joiners, Bricklayers and Stoneworkers Industrial Union of
Workers and some other unions that he would look after the region.11

Construction in the Pilbara Iron Ore Industry
A distinguishing feature of the construction industry is its non-continuous nature; generally
contractors and workers involved in construction do not tend to move into production. Iron ore
construction was different in that many of the principal contractors in construction were directly
connected to the iron ore production companies, and some construction workers eventually
moved into the production workforce. The planning of construction was almost a phase of
production and when official production began many of the operations continued exactly as
they had done in the construction phase.12 Indeed, once production began, construction and
production continued concurrently on sites because further construction was an ongoing factor.
The establishment of the infrastructure necessary to produce iron ore involved rapid and large
scale construction at a number of sites. The workforce was male and almost every nationality
was represented in the construction phase of the industry. The development of over-award
payments was a significant feature of construction, particularly the concept of regular overtime.
This flowed into the permanent production phase and was institutionalised in awards.
What had to be done?
Contractual stipulations in the iron ore agreements specified the commencement of production
within short time frames; rapid construction was an essential requirement.13 Goldsworthy was
the first to begin and was completed in 15 months. The project was begun in 1965 and
finished within contract time limitations; the first shipment of iron ore began in May 1966.
Initial development included a deepwater port at Finucane Island, a 70 mile standard gauge
railway line, towns at Goldsworthy and Finucane Island, and the infrastructure necessary for
iron ore mining and its handling. At its peak 920 construction workers were employed.1 4
Utah Mining and Construction was the main contractor. This company built the railway line
and dredged Port Hedland Harbour. IS Taylor Woodrow (Overseas) Ltd won the jetty and
ship loading contract at Finucane Island, and Geraldton Building Co. Pty. Ltd. obtained the
housing contract.16
Hamersley construction was one of the most ambitious engineering and construction projects
ever undertaken in Australia.17 Phase one of Hamersley construction took 20 months and was
completed in August 1966.18 A deepwater harbour was built at King Bay in Dampier, an
open cut mine at Mt Tom Price, and 182 miles of heavy duty standard gauge railway line was
constructed. The completion of the second phase of construction was in 1968 when the
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company's pellet plant at Dampier became operational. The Hamersley project had a peak
construction workforce of 3,000 during 1966; 1000 men at the port, 1,300 on the railway, and
700 at the mine.19 Construction management for Hamersley was C.R.A. subsidiary Central
Engineering Services Pty. Ltd.20 The American firm Western Contracting Corporation
dredged King Bay Harbour. The service wharf was constructed by John Holland Construction
Pty Ltd. while the railway line was completed by the American firm Morrison-Knudson Co.,
the Canadian firm Mannix Contractors Pty Ltd, and the Sydney firm McDonald
Construction.21 In January 1970, Paraburdoo became operational.
Newman construction began in 1967 and production commenced in 1969. Construction
proceeded on or ahead of time and a peak workforce of 2,903 construction workers was
employed on this project in 1968; 843 at the port, 1, 436 railway workers, and 624 in mine
construction.22 Initial construction included a deepwater port at Port Hedland, 260 miles of
standard gauge railway line, towns at Mt Newman and Port Hedland, and infrastructure for the
mining and handling of iron ore. The principal administrative contractor was the Perth based
subsidiary of Bechtel Pacific Corporation, an American firm.23 Utah-Jild, an American
Japanese joint venturer, was contracted to dredge Port Hedland Harbour, and Morrison
Knudsen-Mannix-Oman won the railway construction contract.24
Cliffs construction commenced in 1970 and production began in 1972. Cliffs and Dampier
Mining Co, a fully owned subsidary of BHP, shared joint construction and had a combined
workforce of 2,000.2 5

This was because Dampier Mining's holdings adjoined Cliffs,

approximately 60 to 80 miles east of Onslow. Initial development included a deepwater port at
Cape Preston near Samson, towns at Pannawonica and Wickham, 170 miles of standard gauge
railway line, and the infrastructure necessary for mining and pelletising iron ore. The principal
contractor was Bechtel Pacific Corporation26. Dravo Pty Ltd. built the pellet plant, Morrison
Knudsen-Mannix-Oman built the railway line. Jennings Industries and Landall Construction
and Development built the houses, and Harbourworks-Clough and West Australian Civil
Engineering built the wharves.27.
The Workforce

In general the workforce involved in the construction industry can be divided into two distinct
segments. The first contains a small but significant number of workers who follow
construction jobs. The second consists of workers from other industries and occupations who
engage in construction work because of high earnings or when alternative employment is not
available. Despite there being an Australia-wide labour shortage, in the latter stage of the
construction phase, Mt Newman, for instance, was inundated with employment enquiries from
workers who were seeking the high incomes the industry was generating.
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Construction in the North West brought workers into the State who followed large construction
work throughout Australia. These were mainly operators of large earthmoving equipment
(A WU classifications), who came from construction jobs in the northern parts of Australia.28
The key construction companies brought a small number of important personnel with them
including foremen, line supervisors, and operators of earthmoving equipment. For instance,
Morrison-Knudsen and Mannix brought 70-80 members of their staff from the US and
Canada.29 The Snowy Mountain Hydro Electricity Scheme had an influence as this was the
major civil construction job in Australian during the period. Workers also came from
construction of the Ord River Dam.
Many workers did not have construction experience or experience of the North and found the
conditions very hard. Workers were mainly aged between 20-40 years but it was not unusual
for operators of earth moving equipment to be older.30 Yugoslavs made up most of
Goldsworthy's construction workforce, there were few Australians during the very early
construction phase.3 1 Indentured Japanese labour were brought in to work the dredging
operations and along with Yugoslavs, Italians were prominent in construction.3 2
Tradespeople came from the Eastern States, New Zealand, and the British Isles.33 Thursday
Islanders, after building the State's standard gauge railway, built the railway lines for
Hamersley, Mt Newman and Cliffs.34
Wages & Conditions
Wages and conditions established during the construction of the North West Cape
Communications Centre under the Metal Trades (NWCCC) Award no 43 of 1964 set the initial
standards for construction not only in the North but in the whole State. The award was specific
to the North West Cape site. While the iron ore industry relied almost exclusively on
established awards, these were State based except the AWU federal award. The Cape Award
was not exceptional by Australian construction standards but in Western Australia it was a pace
setter.35
The principal contractor, an American company, introduced messing and
accommodation conditions that were higher than the standard at the time in the State's
construction industry. For example, before the construction of the Cape accommodation on
construction jobs had been in tents. The pre-existing Cape Award, then, had a significant role
in the introduction of over-award wages and conditions in the iron ore industry.
At the Cape, workers made up to $320 for a 13 day fortnight.36 In Western Australia average
weekly earnings per employed male unit was $49 .50 in 1964-1965 and $54.10 in 19651966.37 In 1967 the wage of a tradesperson working on construction in the north was $61.80
without overtime. This was made up of a $50.80 for 40 hours, a $5 construction allowance per
week, and a district allowance for north of the 26th parallel of $6.38 Fifty four hours became
the set minimum hours worked on the North West Cape but many construction workers
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worked 60 hours a week or more.39 The workers were young or immigrants and both groups
wanted the same thing, they wanted overtime. In particular, the younger tradespeople wanted a
new Holden car and a deposit on a block of land in the metropolitan area.40 Pressure on
unions to allow overtime also came from the employers. They perceived it as the easiest way to
pay higher wage rates without breaking the minimum standards set by the Employers'
Federation.41 The 54 hour week was perceived favourably by the Employers' Federation as
they considered that a huge site allowance would not be necessary to attract workers to the
job.42
Conditions in the iron ore industry were set slightly higher than for the Cape and as each
construction began unions sought to increase the standard that had been set. Hours worked in
the iron ore construction phase tended to be 2 shifts of 10 hours a day for a 6 day week.
Companies used bonus schemes to attract labour and keep turnover down. Labour turnover
was enormous during construction and early production, 16,000 workers passed through the
Cape during the 3 year construction period and the iron ore companies recorded initial turnover
of more than 200%.43 When bonuses were linked to the completion of the job, those who left
before it finished or who got fired, lost large amounts of money in accumulated bonuses.
Bechels offered 10% of gross earnings payable at various stages of the contract, Hamersley
contractors paid $20 a week, and Utah paid $10 a week and $10 a week at the end of the job.44
The major disputes on construction that went to the Court of Arbitration were at Hamersley,
particularly the Dampier operation.45 One of the important issues for the construction
workforce was accommodation. At times up to 4 men shared a 10' by 10' cubicle. Both Gil
Barr and Colin Hollet recall accommodation of 8 men in rooms partitioned into 2 cubicles.46
The transportables were noisy but with the high labour turnover sleeping became very difficult
because workers from different shifts had to be accommodated together. Messing was on the
whole good. A variety of meals were provided but presentation was a problem, especially the
midday lunches transported to construction sites. Workers called these "pooman's power
packs"; they were plastic bags filled with cold meat, cheese, lettuce, tomato and onion that the
extreme heat made soggy.47 (The expression obliquely refers to Poon's, one of the major
North West catering companies at the time). To achieve improvements in this as in other areas,
North West workers had to take industrial action. When this occurred, for instance, in relation
to messing on jobs, washing facilities were introduced and air conditioned vehicles transported
the food, which was in Eskies rather than plastic bags.
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Unions in Construction
Union Coverage
Before the construction phase in the iron ore industry, the majority of union members in the
Pilbara were AWU. Once construction started other unions, particularly metal workers, began
to have a significant and lasting presence in the north. The 1966 Metal Trades (General) Award
and before this the Metal Trades (Northern and Eastern Districts) Award covered metal workers
during construction. Most construction of ports and mines was heavy metal engineering work,
therefore most workers belonged to either the AEU, the Electrical Trades Union of Workers of
Australia, or the Boilermakers' Society of Australia. Most construction work was done by
fitters, welders and riggers. During the construction phase of the iron ore industry, the metal
and building unions organised more regular tours of the Pilbara. AEU organiser Colin Hollet
was the organiser who had the most regular contact with workers in the iron ore industry from
1969-1972. He took over the country organiser's job in the AEU in 1969 but no metal trades
organiser lived permanently in the Pilbara during the time covered by this study.
At the beginning of construction in the iron ore industry building unions in Western Australia
had very small membership bases. This was because the States industrial development was in
its very early stages so there were few jobs for construction workers except in the poorly
unionised housing sector. Initial housing construction in the iron ore industry was
transportables. As construction progressed, the building of towns and amenities became
essentially cottage work and was for the most part covered by the building unions; the
Builders' Labourers Federation (BLF) and the Carpenters and Joiners Union had a joint award
to cover Goldsworthy construction.
The AWU through its Federal Construction Workers (General) Award covered civil
construction and some categories within the iron ore industry, for instance, workers
constructing the railway lines, dredge workers, drivers, and machinery operators. AWU
organiser, Mr Taylor was sent to the North West to live when the iron ore construction began;
he was involved in dredging and Goldsworthy construction and lived in the region from around
1965 until 1968. Gil Barr took over his job in 1968 and he lived in Port Hedland until 1972
when he became State Secretary of the union. In 1971 Keith Brown was appointed as an AWU
organiser in the Pilbara to help service the iron ore industry.
Organising
This period in labour history was one where there was considerable animosity nationally
between the right wing AWU and the communist based metal trades unions. This carried over
to the State level and transferred from union officials to the Pilbara rank and file.48 Whilst
organising construction the TWU, BLF, and the Seamen's Union all had ongoing conflict over
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membership coverage with the AWU.49 Conflict between these unions tended to be based in
union politics and was historical in nature. Most inter-union disputes did not involve the Court
of Arbitration except those relating to the coverage of dredges between the AWU and the
Seamen's Union. Union coverage mostly came down to employer preference and right from
the start this was clearly with the AWU in any dispute, irrespective of the other union(s)
involved, or the award.
Union officials had a difficult time organising construction in the Pilbara. They had to deal
with a huge population increase in the north, very rapid construction, high labour turnover and
isolated construction sites. Communications between workers in the industry and union
officials was complicated as long working hours in the Pilbara and office hours in Perth made
phone contact difficult. Workers from all unions rang the home of the A WU official in Port
Heldand. This was because the organiser's residence took after hours calls and because family
members would take messages when Gil Barr was away. Workers from different industries
and from different unions also made contact with officials servicing the North West iron ore
industry. For instance both Gil Barr and Colin Hollet recall solving problems for hotel
workers in the Pilbara.50 An arrangement for the AWU to officially organise for the other
unions in the region started two years after construction began. This occurred when the AWU
affiliated with the J'rades & Labor Council (TLC) in January 1967. In return for the
reimbursement of some of its TLC fee the AWU agreed to organise in the Pilbara for TLC
affiliates. 51 It is unclear how long this arrangement lasted. Nor is it clear why it broke down
although it is almost certainly related to inter-union conflict and rivalry for membership.
The vast distances and sheer number of possible members meant that no union had the money
or the number of organisers needed to adequately service and recruit members. Organising
tradespeople was easier than organising AWU classifications, as tradespeople tended to be
English speaking, come from unionised jobs, and had been accustomed to unionism during
apprenticeships. Officials developed ingenious ways to overcome communications barriers.
Yugoslavs spoke little English and tended to be anti-communist. Gil Barr used to carry a piece
of chalk with him and print what he wanted to communicate to the Yugoslav maintenance crews
on the railway line.52 His experience was that at least one Yugoslav would be able to read
English and that once they understood he was not a communist he would be able to organise
them. Thursday Islanders are reported to have rioted and fought periodically, but according to
Colin Hollet this conflict could be reduced by negotiating through each group's elder.53
Organisers from all unions knew who the elder in each group of Thursday Islanders was and
they tried to develop a rapport with these people. All Pilbara organisers had to overcome anti
union feelings amongst workers, cultural differences, hostile employers, and the lack of time
and adequate resources.
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Most of the organising was done in the wet messes. 54 Although officials had right of entry on
jobs, security guards would often follow them around the site. Often contractors would not tell
them where the workers were located and they would be refused accommodation. In hard-to
organise jobs, Pilbara union officials had to wait for a dispute to begin before they could
unionise the job. Gil Barr would solve the current dispute, -then inspect the job and have
workers reclassified and paid the proper rates of pay.55 After this the non unionised workforce
would begin to support the organiser and job reps would be elected. Being under-resourced,
Pilbara organisers had to develop their own understandings with workers. 56 They made their
own contacts whom they could call on at short notice and who could do their leg work for
them. These people were not necessarily shop stewards. Organisers did not immediately trust
stewards as many of these people saw their role in this position as a step to becoming a
foreman or "white hat", particularly in the production phase. 57

Conclusion
The iron ore construction marked a period of rapid population and infrastructure growth in the
Pilbara. These developments led to an increased union presence in the region, one that proved
to be both significant and long lasting. Organising the construction phase of the Pilbara iron
ore industry was not an easy task. One can only admire the work of the under-resourced
organisers who faced the brunt of hostile employers and non-unionised workers during the
early construction phase of the Pilbara iron ore industry. Through their activities the iron ore
industry later developed thriving local union structures and closed shop arrangements. The
industry was organised through ingenuity, taking advantage of industrial activity,
demonstrating that unions had something to offer, and through the sheer strength of officials'
personalities.
Note : The research for this paper was undertaken as part of a wider Labour History essay in
a Master of Industrial Relations course at UWA. Sincere thanks are extended to the supervisor
of the unit, Commissioner Sally Kennedy, for her help and guidance. Special thanks also goes
to those people who were involved in the early development of the Pilbara iron ore industry or
who had indirect knowledge of it, and who agreed to either formal or informal interviews.
These people included: Gil Barr; Colin Hollet; John Ince; Eric Kelly; Bill Latter; Alec
McGuiness; Owen Salmon; and Graham Young.
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Sub-Contracting in the Construction Industry in W.A.:
A Former Employer's View

Jim Snooks*
When I first started in the building and construction industry in Western Australia some forty
plus years ago, there was little of what we know today as labour only sub-contractors, and yet
there was high productivity. I put this down to the fact that the larger companies were family
owned businesses where the owners often worked on site with the workforce. There was
extensive "multi-skilling" in that, for example, concrete was mixed in small mixers on site and
I vividly recall my family's company building many of the flats still standing in Terrace Road
Perth and on the day of the concrete pour, everyone from labourers to carpenters and even the
lowly apprentices of which I was one were wielding the shovels.
This undoubtedly led to a "family" type atmosphere on sites and any problem areas were
sorted out on site directly between the disputing parties. In short problems did not develop
and fester because of the one on one communication.
In the early 1960's things started to change albeit slowly and, as Project Manager for Civil
and Civic Pty. Ltd., on firstly Stage One of the Alcoa Alumina Refinery at Kwinana and then
the Public Offices Building, now known as Dumas House in West Perth, I was in a unique
position to see the change that was occurring.
At the Alcoa Refinery Project at Kwinana, Civil and Civic still directly employed the
labourers, bricklayers, concrete hands and carpenters but sub-contractors were attempting to
get a share of the work. I well remember some spirited discussion with Norm Hayter, then
State Secretary of the BLF about sub-contracting. However I maintained a good relationship
with both Norm Hayter and the whole workforce and there was only one industrial dispute in
the whole of that project and that was about a subject unrelated to sub-contracting and more
related to the politics and politicians of the day.

*

Jim Snooks was W.A. Director of the Australian Federation of Construction Contractors
from 1980 to 1993. Previously, he worked for over twenty years in engineering and
managerial positions in the housing, construction and resource development industries
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On Dumas House, we introduced sub-contracting for the brickwork and concrete finishing,
but retained control of the carpenters for the formwork. The decision to use sub-contractors
was in the main brought about for two main reasons:
•

Eastern states companies were infiltrating the Perth market and they brought
sub-contracting with them as a management tool. The company for whom I

•

worked had its head office in Sydney; and
productivity in bricklaying in particular was decreasing and it was felt necessary
to restore this to what was considered a reasonable level.

However the real reasons that sub-contracting has succeeded in all facets of the industry are as
relevant today as they were back then in 1962/3:
•
•

contractors could predict their costs with certainty; and
tradespersons obtained a return directly commensurate to the time and effort they
put in, thus ensuring very big incomes.

but the most compelling reason, and it still is relevant today, is that the taxation regime in
Australia encourages sub-contracting.
Sub-contractors could and did form partnerships usually with their spouse and the spouse
carried out such tasks as:
•
•

answering the phone;

•

ordering and following up goods and materials

keeping the books of account; and

To illustrate the advantages one has only to do simple sums such as those following utilising
personal income taxation rates. I have disregarded the Medicare levy.
Assume gross income of the sub-contractor is
Less costs including vehicle, superannuation etc

$80,000

Leaves a net income of

$15,000

Taxation on $65,000

$22,364

which leaves a disposable income of,
if a single income earner

$42,636

$65,000
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Whereas if the income were split between the sub-contractor and spouse, the result could be:
Sub-Contractor Spouse
$32,500

Income split

Less taxation

$ 7,544

$24,956

Disposable income

$32,500

$ 7,544

$24,956

which totals $49,912 and results in $7,276 extra cash in hand.

For two years, in the early 1970's, I was Construction Manager for the Plunkett Group, the
then biggest house building company in Western Australia, and all of its operations were sub
contracted to guarantee certainty of cost and high productivity.
In that time and subsequently, I saw several attempts to unionise the sub-contractors but in the
main they failed because of the above reasons and the oft held belief by sub-contractors that
they are used to looking after themselves. Sub-contractors flirt with the idea of joining unions
or having some other forms of representation when things are tough in a recessionary
downturn, but as soon as economic conditions improve, these ideas are quickly forgotten.
One can test this statement by considering recen( ugly events in the housing industry
confrontation with unions.
I now want to tum to the 13 years that I was Western Australian Director for the Australian
Federation of Construction Contractors, which encompassed some of the most destructive
times ever for our industry. While the housing industry in Australia is recognised as one of
the most efficient and productive in the world, the commercial sector and in particular work in
the central business district was seen as a high cost, low production, industrially out-of
control area which was viewed with dismay by most of the population.
There are many and varied reasons for this, but I believe that the introduction and practically
total reliance on sub-contracting has had a major part to play in this upheaval. I say this
because the one to one communication between the builder and the workforce in "the good old
days" I alluded to in my introduction was lost and had been replaced by managers with more
knowledge of "the bottom line" than construction, who engaged sub-contractors for all tasks.
This invariably led to sub-contractors employing the workforce, thus adding an extra link in
the chain of command.
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When the workers felt aggrieved, they could only complain to their boss who was the sub
contractor, who in tum was too busy trying to make a dollar to listen to their complaints and
this inevitably led to the aggrieved workforce turning to the unions to resolve their
differences. The Head Contractor abdicated his position because he passed control of the
workforce over to the sub-contractor heads who were always too busy to communicate
properly with their workforce.
Over the last years this has been recognised and efforts are being made to introduce enterprise
agreements and other related strategies, but I feel it will be many years if ever before the
stigma of the ugly confrontations and the horrendous cost overruns are wiped from some of
the potential investors' minds. It is my firm belief that the pride in the construction industry
so evident in the '60s and early '70s has been substantially eroded and will probably never be
recovered. Small wonder that there is such a move to prefabrication and technology to
minimise on site labour.
So in summary, it is my strong opinion that a large section of the sub-contracting sector of the
construction industry in general and the housing sector in particular will not be unionised
because:
•

sub-contractors want to have large incomes and are prepared to ignore various union
objectives to achieve this aim; and

•

sub-contractors are essentially "loners" because of their objectives and are prepared to
work long hours and forego more traditional benefits to make the "big dollar". In short
dollars will always win out over ideology.

But the overriding factor I always come back to in the equation is that unionisation of the sub
contractors in the building and construction industry and particularly the housing sector will
never succeed until the Federal Government of the day introduces income splitting for

single income families and then it just may have a slight chance of success.
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A Woman in Construction:

Interview with Angie Svensson
Janis Bailey*

Angelika Svensson, currently a Construction Safety Inspector with the Department of
Occupational Health, Safety and Welfare, was a dogman, rigger, scaffolder, cranedriver and
first aid attendant in the construction industry throughout the 1980's.
The building and construction industry is one of the most gender segregated of industries; only
1 % of workers in building trades and labouring occupations are women. 1
Angie was born in Karlstad in Sweden in 1961, and migrated to WA with her parents and two
brothers when she was eleven. Her mother is a trades assistant and catering worker and her
father a boilermaker-welder. Most of her early schooling was in �ewman, where her parents
worked for Mount Newman Mining. After leaving school, she spent two years working on
cattle stations in the Pilbara, but after developing scurvy, she was brought back to Newman by
her parents. So, at eighteen, she began a career in the construction industry, working first for
Homibrooks at Newman, and then for a succession of employers around the State.
This is an edited version of an oral history interview taped between March and June, 1994.

Angie: Well, I was unemployed, and most mining towns have very limited employment
opportunities, especially for young kids and I probably was about 18 at the time, -and it's really
quite difficult to get any sort of work; it doesn't matter whether it's skilled, semi-skilled,
unskilled or whatever. So, the availability of jobs was really hard, so someone said to me
"Why don't you try Hornibrook?", which was a construction company. And I didn't know at
the time that they were only joking, so I actually took it seriously. And I went out to the site,
which was probably about ten or fifteen kilometres out of Newman, 'cause they were building
a wastewater treatment plant, and I spoke to the foreman. And he said, "No, we don't need
anyone today", and he said, "but come tomorrow". So I used to turn up there about 4.30,
where the bus left from in Newman, and I did that for about a month. You know, and every
morning he would say, well, you know, "Not today", and I'd get really disappointed, you
know, because I was still unemployed, and I was still living at home with Mum and Dad and I
wasn't all that enamoured by being at home and not doing anything, 'cause everyone sort of
works in a mining town.

*

Janis Bailey is an Associate Lecturer in the Department of Organisational and Labour
Studies at the University of WA. She was formerly an industrial officer for the Operative
Painters and Decorators Union.
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Then, one day, I got there, and I thought, if he tells me "Not again today", I'm going to get
really angry, because I'd been turning up in a pair of workboots and a singlet and shorts and
ready to go to work -with a pair of gloves - every morning. And he must have picked up on
that, because he just said, "Just get on the bus, that's it," he said, "Get on the bus."
And that's how I got my start on a construction site.
Janis: And what were you doing on that job, Angie?
Angie: Well, he employed me as a labourer. I really didn't know a lot when I started, so it
was a lot of, like, manual work. I used to help the carpenter pull out nails out of the timber and
stack it, clean form pans (form pans are like panels that they just bolt together, and they pour
concrete inside them, so it leaves a shape behind), and I used to clean up, I drove a bus. I sort
of did everything.
Janis: Was it hard work?
Angie: Oh, it was pretty hard work. Not as hard as the cattle station. The cattle station was a
lot more physically demanding, and a lot longer hours, because I discovered when I got the
construction job that for set hours, I was earning probably about six or seven times more than I
would on a cattle station, and I had time off, whereas on a cattle station you basically work
from the time you get out of bed 'til the time you go to bed. You know, it never stops, and it's
seven days a week.
Janis: What was the boss like, on this job?
Angie: He was good, he was very good. And he wrote me a really good reference when I
actually left the site. I got two references from two different people, one from the Site Engineer
and one from the actual Project Manager of the job. Because it was a small crew, they didn't
have a problem employing women as such, because I guess, small crew, fairly family
orientated, isolated, and so it was quite a good working environment.
And they also, on this job, after they employed myself, they employed another two women, so
there was actually in total three of us on that job. Out of about 45.
Janis:

Were you working with people you'd been to school with?

Angie: No. I never knew any of these people on the construction site, because they were all
brought up from Perth, and they didn't tend to employ locals at all. They flew them up from
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Perth. But it was quite good. I mean, I got (laughs) for my twenty-first, was it? - one of my
birthdays, anyway, I can't remember what one - I got an engraved spanner - you know, with
everybody's names on it. They had it engraved for me.
Janis: What were the other workers like?

Angie: Good; they weren't too bad. On this particular job it was good. When I first started
on that job, none of us were members of a union, and then they'd got word that it was, like, a
non-union site, I guess, and the company that we worked for, they then decided, "We'll get the
A\X/U steward out here onto the job to sign everybody up, and that way we won't have to pay
as much money, and we won't have as much trouble".
So they got the AWU convenor, actually in Newman, to come out and give a talk to us, and he
was supposed to come out and try to sign us up and get more memberships, and stuff like that.
And he came out there and he sort of waited until the doors were closed and then he said, "You
don't want to join AWU, you want to join the BLF, they'll get you a far better deal". So, in
lieu of that, we said we'll join the BLF and then, probably about a week later, John Cummins
and Kim Young came up, from the BLF, and signed us all up. And we had lots of back-pay,
and we got really good working conditions and we got paid airfares back to Perth (laughs). It
was quite good!
Janis:
stage?

And had you had anything to do with unions, or unionism, at that

Angie: Well, Newman was a union town and Mum and Dad, they were involved with an
eight or nine week strike up in Newman, when they had blockages ...and I guess when
people could afford to have principles, you know, and they sort of stayed out for that duration.
Whereas now you wouldn't get people to say we're not going to have any money coming in for
nine weeks. I mean, it wasn't the easiest time. So I had a little bit of dealing with unions,
indirectly, through my parents, but I'd never ever had an involvement like with a union like the
Builders Labourers' Federation before. Which was quite different.
Janis:

And, Angie, you stayed on that Hornibrook job for how long?

Angie: I think I was there for about ten months, or something.
Janis: And what happened then?
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Angie: Then I decided that - I'd sort of put a little bit of money that I'd earned away - and a
girlfriend of mine, we were going to travel around Australia. My girlfriend and I, we left the
job, because it was finishing anyway, and we went down to Perth and I got this bee in my
bonnet, I decided that, no, I wanted a job in Perth, because, you know, I don't _think they
employed women on construction sites then, I'm not too sure, not on big projects, anyway.
So I decided that I was going to get a job at Worsley Alumina, when they were building the
alumina refinery down at Collie.

Janis: What put that in your head; anything specific?
Angie: I can't honestly recall. I can't recall at all. Just something that I decided ... I think
it's because I heard that they didn't employ women there, and I thought, "Well,_ they should!"
(laughs). "They should do that!"
So I thought,"That's the place for me!"
I spoke to one of the Union guys, 'cause I was trying to talk to find out where the big projects
were in Perth, and that was a big project at the time and he said, "But you won't get on,
because they don't employ women". You know, it's a site of about 3,000 or 4;000 men, or
something. And I thought that's not fair (laughs), they should employ women, because, you
know, what's the difference between working there and working on a small job?

Janis: And so how did you go about getting that job?
Angie: I actually contacted the Builders Labourers' Federation, and they went and saw the
company, 'cause I said, "I've got really good references from the guys that I worked for with
Hornibrook, up North," and they would recommend me for any sort of work of a similar
nature. They then sort of said, "No!". And they must have negotiated with the Union guy or
something, and they offered me these other jobs in these remote locations and in areas where well, I guess they could have really fitted me in to pacify but then got rid of me, I guess,
without maybe the aggravation, I don't know, for whatever reasons that they had, but I didn't
want to go there.
So I decided, Worsley or nothing!
So, unbeknown to me, the Union organiser at the time had some words to the Project Manager
of Hornibrook on site down at Worsley, and I think they went out on strike to get me a start
down there. I mean, he wouldn't have told me that, because he knew that if he told me what
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they were doing that my principles were such that I wouldn't have taken the job. Right, so he
never told me for years and years, something like about eight years.
So I didn't know. When I went on that site, Hey! I'd actually got my start, so I was treated
fairly badly, I think, because they were trying to sort of get rid of me, because, you know, I'd
got the start, they didn't want to employ me, they'd been made to employ me. So they gave me
all the horrible jobs.
Janis: So what kind of horrible jobs?
Angie: Well, they put me on this thing which is called a "whacker packer" which is a big
compactor, and there are different sizes, there are small ones and there are really big ones
(laughs) and there was this really big one. It had levers and things, and it had a mind of its
own, and it used to drag me around this little area, inside this big excavation, and smash me
into the walls, and I used to get really angry and hang on to it and try to steer it around.
Eventually I guess they had to fill in the excavation with concrete (laughs) so they had to give
me another horrible job. But, yes, so I used to do things like that.
Shovelling! Anyone that was in the doghouse got these jobs.
And I had another one; I had one where they put me inside an excavation where they'd already
put all this rebar and this steel in, which is like reinforcing bars, so that when you pour
concrete into the excavation it binds with the steel and makes it strong, but when you actually
go inside there, you can't stand up straight, you're always crouched over and bent up, and I
used to have to dig out with my bare hands, all this water and mud, because I had to have 150
mm clearance from the floor to the actual steel, and the only way you could do it was dig it out
by hand, and so that was my job, on my own, for weeks. Because it rained at Collie, and it
rained, and there was mud; every day I'd go in and do something, but instead of putting me
onto a task that would have been more productive, because they may as well have waited 'til
the rain had finished, they sent someone in to do that. They would do that to me eve1y day.
Janis: What were you actually building?
Angie: We were building big tanks; they were supported on big columns and things like that.
But we were actually doing the civil work, which was all concrete, steel and earthworks.
Janis: Did you talk to anyone in the BLF about that?
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Angie: Well, I used to talk to them, but really I guess there wasn't a lot that they could do for
me at that time, because that was still part of work that was construction-type work. And I also
didn't want to create too many waves, because if you create waves in construction, because it
was very much a new thing, they wouldn't have employed me again somewhere else.
Janis: Were you the only woman on that site, at that stage?
Angie: Yes, yes, I was. It used to be quite funny, really. I always remember this one day, I
used to wear lots of jumpers and things, because it was really cold, and having come from the
North West, I really noticed the cold, and I remember as the day progresses, you'd basically
start taking off your jumpers and things like that, and one day I had these guys, they finally ..
. I'd been working underneath them for about three months and they discovered it was, like,
"A Girl". And then they used to sit there all day and watch me work, you know, it was
terrible. It was pretty funny . . . .
I got my dogman's ticket down there, too.
Janis:

So what happened, you obviously moved on?

Angie: Well, no. The horrible foreman, whose name shall remain anonymous (but the
world's round) (laughs), he sort of moved on. One of the foremen I'd had up North, he'd
come down and he'd taken over a section, and so I worked for him and of course that was a
breeze. And he gave me lots of opportunities, when I didn't have work to do. When we ran
out of certain things, I was allowed to follow 'round this dogman, who would then teach me
how to sling loads up and the cranedriver would help me when we weren't busy.
So I spent a lot of time doing that, and then when we had this blow-out on this wall, and all the
she-bolts popped out and the wall collapsed (laughs), he got shifted. And it wasn't his fault,
really, I guess, but he then got shifted off the job. And I then got a German guy called Hans
Ruloff, who was very good. He was probably one of the better people I've ever worked for in
my life, because he'd just been brought up with equality, in Germany, and he just used to come
out and give me my jobs and say, "This is what I want done," and leave me alone.
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Janis:

Had he worked with women, on building sites?

Angie: Yes, definitely. He definitely had to have worked with women. He was German and
he was brought up as such, you know, that there was no discrimination, I guess.
Janis: Angie, tell me about being a dogman. What does a dogman do?

Angie: Ah, a dogman. Yes, well. Like I said, I got my licence to be a dogman down at

Worsley. Jim Wells, who was an ex-DOHSWA inspector, was a friend that I met down there.
He took me for the theory at his place - him and his wife were down there, so I used to go and

do my studies down at his place, he was teaching me the theory, and the cranedriver/dogman
would teach me the other stuff. And I got my ticket, condemned all the cranedriver's gear
afterwards (laughs) ...oh, funny!
Janis: You condemned it?

Angie: Yeah, I went back ...because I didn't know ...until I got my certificate, I really
felt that there was not a lot that I could do about it, but from all the information that I'd been
provided with, I realised through that period that they were teaching me that most of the
cranedriver's chains and slings and things were defective. So when I'd actually got my
certificate, I went back to him, and I condemned it all. I said."We're not using this any more,
we have to get some new stuff," (laughs), and he wasn't very happy. But he got some new

gear.

A dogman actually slings loads for a crane. They direct and sling movements of loads for a
crane, and they work in sight or out of sight from the cranedriver, so they actually take chains
and hook them onto the crane hook, wrap them around the load or whatever that they're going
to shift, and then they tell the cranedriver where to put it, whether by hand signals or using a
two-way radio. Now, it doesn't sound like it's very complex, but the dogman's actually done
a fair bit of mathematics, you know, elementary mathematics, like taking into account tensions
in slings, the wider angles of slings. When you take something around a square load, well it
can only lift half as much because of the tensions on the comers, and where the actual hook is
back on the chain. And they've also got to learn how to select certain gear. I mean, you have
different chains for different applications, different wire slings, and at that time synthetic
slings, until they were banned, and it goes on, and you learn things like how to change the
boom of a crane, and that's part of your duties, and so it's fairly involved and most people
don't realise that, they just think they stand there and hook it up, and they don't. They've
actually got a fair bit of knowledge.
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Janis: So you got your dogman's ticket?
Angie: Yes, I got my dogman's ticket at Worsley, and I was there for about fifteen months.
When I first went down there, they said the job would only last two months, and I stayed with
Homibrook for fifteen months down there. And like I said, I worked for that German guy,
and he thought a lot of me as well, and so he transferred me to another job site in Perth, where
they were widening a bridge across the railway line in Welshpool Road, and so I went there for
a few months. But, unfortunately, I got the horrible supervisor again. He used to give me
such a hard time.
Janis: In what way?
Angie: Oh, he used to make me do terrible'... like, one day that I really remember, I had to
cart 45 sleepers from the back of a truck, down a really steep sandy bank, and I lay them
down, and they were going to put all the formwork for the bridge on top of that; they stand
these metal frames up, and they have, like little things to screw out that they put timbers in, and
they lay out the floor on top of that.. And I carted all these 45 down and laid them all out; they
shot all the levels, they made sure it was flat, then he decided, no, he wouldn't do that, sol had
to cart 'em all back up again.
Janis: And your impression was that was a deliberate attempt to frustrate you?
Angie: Yes, it was a deliberate attempt. He didn't want me there, he told me that openly;
didn't think I should be there. Thought I should be Home, Pregnant, and Looking After the
House (laughs).
Janis: What was your response, when you were told that?
Angie: I just laughed, I think. I think you've got to keep a sense of humour, because some of
it's so funny that you don't believe some of the stuff you hear. I mean, it's a bit, sort of,
outdated. But then, because I've had the Swedish upbringing, it's different. Like, you know,
you're brought up with equality, I guess. I mean, even, like at school, it was different. In
Sweden, it's encouraged to debate things, and if you don't agree with the teacher, it's
encouraged to say, "Look, I don't agree with you; these are my reasons why I don't agree with
you", and then the rest of the class will get in on the debate and if you're right, so be it, and if
the teacher's right, so be it, you've heard everybody's point of view. And in Australia, when I
went to school and tried the same sort of thing, I was sent outside to see the headmaster.
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And I used to sit out there, like, lots of times, you know, in the beginning I spent a lot of time
sitting outside wondering what was going to happen to me this time. And, you know, I was
going to get chastised and told off ... and, you know, I never understood why. It wasn't
until I got a larger grasp of the Australian upbringing ...because I used to sit out there and
think, "What am I here for? What did I do?". And I never knew. For ages.
Janis: So how did your parents treat you differently?
Angie: Well, I just think that Europe's a lot different from Australia, because I think
Australia's about ten or twenty years behind. Workwise, in Sweden, they have equality, and
they have child care, your mother often works because you need the two incomes because you
pay a large tax bill, so that everyone can have an education, everyone has food on the table and,
you know, free medical, free dentist, everyone sort of contributes to that by paying a large
amount of tax. And it's just different.

It's just different. There's no "women's work"; I

mean, my brother in Sweden did cooking, I did metalwork, and then I did cooking and he did
metalwork, you know, and girls play ice hockey up to a certain age, I guess, and when it gets
to be a bit, like, teenagers and that, then they had, like, separate competitions for girls to play
soccer. You know, there's no, sort of, segregation. I mean, when I went to school in
Australia, I used to play piggy-back fights with the boys, and then I got into a lot of trouble,
because girls didn't do that. You know, and it was just part of play. You know, when you're
little kids, who cares? I mean, you don't even know the difference, I don't think, at that age.
Janis:

Back to Hornibrooks, and Welshpool.

Angie: Oh, yes, sidetracked!
Yeah, I spent probably between about four to six months there, and then I just couldn't take it
any more. My crane collapsed, and the boom broke, and it was a bit of drama, because then I
didn't have a crane, so I decided, that's it, I'm going to Europe. So I quit. And my girlfriend
and I went off to Europe for six months.
Janis: And you came back?
Angie: Came back, yeah; stayed with my grandparents over there, and came back, and I went
back and worked for Mt Newman Mining Company, I think that's probably around that time. I
got a job in the gardening section, and I worked for them as a chainperson, helping a surveyor.
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Janis: When you were part of that crew, at Mt Newman, do you remember any
particular incidents? Were you a member of a union then?
Angie: Oh, yeah, that's right, I was a shop steward (laughs). Oh, how could I forget; I was a
shop steward for the AWU, when I went and worked for BHP, because it was only a small
crew, but they used to have it where the person who was a chainperson, I guess, that they
could work up to become an instrument hand, which was the next best thing off being a
surveyor, without the degree, and you got the training on the job. And through a period of
time they'd sort of done away with that, very quietly, the company had, so there was no way
you could progress and there was no way you could increase your wages, even though they
used to have a system in place. So Heather, who was originally the shop steward, she got the
ball rolling to get this training back in. So what they did was, they gave her a job on staff, like
they offered her a job on staff which was better conditions and better money, so she took that.
So I had to take over from her role, I guess, and so we kept fighting that. And we went to the
Industrial Commission, and the convenor at the time, Phil Rowe, and myself, we were flown
down to Perth to present our case in front of Garry Halliwell, and of course we'd managed to
get hold of papers which stipulated and showed that this had been in place prior, and so.he of
course just said you'll have to reintroduce it, and sit down and negotiate. But it was really
quite a funny time, because the supervisor that I had ...I mean, I was pretty _young, fairly
wilful, he used to say things like, "I hope your car blows up with you in it," (laughs) and I
used to just laugh.
Janis: Why did he say that?
Angie: Because I think he must have got into some kind of trouble that we'd actually started
this thing rolling, you know, and maybe it was a bad mark against him, or something, with the
company, I really don't know. Or maybe it was the frustrations that he was being, sort of,
beaten; I don't know, it was really odd.
Janis: What was it like being a shop steward?
Angie: It was ... um ...it was interesting. Like, I'm a little bit funny, in that I have my
own principles that I live by, so it probably meant that I wasn't as effective as I should have
been because I wouldn't take anything to the company that I thought was stupid; like, what can
I say; for an example, this is a silly example, it's not something I got involved with, but if
someone said to me "We want four different flavour of icecream, or we'll go on strike," well, I
wouldn't take that to an employer, because I don't think that that's worth arguing about. I
mean, if you get a reasonably-priced meal for $1.60, then so be it, you know, who cares how
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many flavours of icecream or what you have. But, you know, that has been an issue
sometimes in the past, but not for us.· But that sort of thing ...I mean, anything that was
important, like facilities, even toilets, or this training that was I think a really tangible and very
legitimate thing, not a problem at all.

Janis: What sort of problems had you had as a woman on site, that you
haven't talked about already? What about amenities, was that ever a problem?
Angie: Oh, facilities! I used to have to share men's toilets all the time and ...um ... in
general, like, not so much in the beginning, but later on, you used to have to get someone to
stand guard and go in and check all the men were out of their toilets, so you could then go in
and use them. Which was sometimes a bit inconvenient, because, I guess, at a certain time of
the month ... very difficult (laughs). Not the best working environment, I guess. So the
facilities just weren't there, and you couldn't complain about it, because then they would have
said, "Typical, you shouldn't have women on construction and we would have to provide extra
facilities and it's going to cost us more money," so you'd just have to put up with it.
Janis: Did you have a separate toilet at Worsley; pretty big site?
Angie: They had ... at Worsley (ha! ha! ha!) they used to ... I mean, sometimes you got
fairly desperate and you'd use a thunderbox, which is just like a chemical transportable toilet.
But they used to wait for me to go in there, and then they used to hit it with shovels (laughs) or
knock it, so I didn't go in there too often and my cranedriver and I, when I worked with him,
we used to drive up to the main gate, and they had a ladies' toilet up where all the office staff
were, so I used to use that toilet, and he'd go and buy himself an icecream and he'd be sitting
outside the toilets there, waiting for me (laughs), eating icecream, which I thought was pretty
funny. You know, he probably needed a diet, a few trips there each day and a few icecreams
later ...one sort of got a bit fatter (laughs).

Janis (laughing):
And earlier on, the Hornibrook site, the wastewater
treatment plant, out of Newman; was amenities a problem there?
Angie: Well, again, we shared, we just shared the men's toilets. That was it. I don't think
I've ever been on a construction site ...except Karratha had girls' toilets, but then there was a
large lot of clerical staff, too, that worked there, so they had toilets, you know, for both men
and women on site. That would be the only job that I've ever really encountered toilets
specifically for women.
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Janis: And up to this time, had you had any kinds of harassment, apa:rt from
the employer harassment that you've talked about, supervisor harassment?
Angie: Yeah, you had harassment, I guess ...I mean, there's a lot of stuff that happened
that I probably could sit down and document. I mean, there was stuff like when you get told
by guys that you work with that you shouldn't be here, you know, women don't have a place
on a construction site.
Janis: And did that happen often?
Angie: Very often. That was a real problem, inasmuch as there were a lot of people didn't
want you there, so they didn't treat you very good. And it doesn't matter if someone has that
point of view, like I worked with one guy who really believed women should not be on a
construction site, and he told me that straight up, but he said, "You're here, we have to work
together," he says, "I don't like it, but you have to do your job and I have to do my job, so
we'll do it." And I really think a lot of that guy to this day, and if I see him I say hello to him,
because he was honest, but he never victimised me because of that, you know; so he had an
opinion, and that was his own, and he was entitled to that, but he never ever let it interfer� with
the working relationship.
Janis:

And what about those people who did victimise you?

Angie: Oh, God!!! Well, I guess I should go to the Karrntha incident, when all the guys used
to have all the naked pictures up on the wall, of women, and us girls thought we'd retaliate,
and we put up our own, of naked men, and all the guys pulled them off the wall. You know,
they didn't like it, really. And then there was other things, like people used to tell you, all the
time, that they didn't really think that you should be there. Probably the main thing. Like,
women should be Barefoot, Home and Pregnant.
Janis: Angie, we've jumped forwards a bit, and let's go back to Newman.
How long did you stay in the ga:rdening gang?
Angie: Uh, I don't know ... I think that I might have been there about a year, maybe. It's a
bit disjointed, because when you're working in construction, you go from job to job, so it
tends to be, like, you don't document all of it.
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Janis: And had you accepted at this stage this was the pattern of your working
life?
Angie: Yeah, I think you become nomadic. Once you get a taste for construction-type work,
and you have to go and do something "normal" ...like, I work for DOHSWA now, and one
of the most difficult things for me has been to stay in one place for any period. I get itchy feet.
And I've got to go and have a holiday, or go somewhere, because I just find that you're so
used to going from job to job.
Janis: So where did your "itchy feet" take you after Newman?
Angie: The guy that taught me for my dogman's ticket originally, he got a job as the safety
adviser for, I think, Minproc, and he got me a job up at Argyle Diamond Mines with Leighton
Contractors, 'cause they were building the accommodation for the diamond mines, and he rang
me up, because the dogman/first aid attendant that was up there, he'd got busted for cannabis
on site, so they'd got rid of him, you know, because you weren't allowed to be there and
supply drugs, illicit drugs, as part of the conditions that you worked there. So I got flown up
there at very short notice, as the first aid attendant/dogman.
Janis: You obviously had a first aid qualification?
Angie: It was something that we started off; we did a first aid course originally in school, and
it's something that I carried on, probably every three years, I think; go and get it renewed and
get a refresher.
Janis: And what was your job up at Argyle?
Angie: Up at Argyle I was a dogman and I did first aid and I worked in the store, so I did
basically everything, from crane work to mending people's broken fingers, or putting on band
aids, distributing Panadol, wrapping up sores. They actually had a doctor on site, but all minor
injuries he used to send back to me, and I would have to make sure that the bandages were on,
clean dressings, and things like that. And I also worked in the store. I can't remember how
many units we built, it was probably at least a couple of hundred units, maybe even more, and
the furniture was all modular, so it's pre-cut and everything, and it went into all the units the
same, and so we had a store where we kept a track of all that. We used to distribute all the gear
from the store.
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Janis: Were there other women working on site?
Angie: There was, but not on that area where I was working. Apparently on the other
section, where they were building the actual crusher plant and things like that, that had a couple
of women that used to do the pegging, you know, cleaning the smoko sheds and getting the
water and things like that. But there wasn't anyone labouring or working like I was.
Janis: Argyle have an affirmative action policy; did that affect contractors like
Leightons?
Angie: No. Not all. I mean, they weren't governed by that. I think I spent about twelve
months working for them up there. After that period I got a job with ADM, which is Argyle
Diamond Mines, and a large percentage of their workforce was women, and how they actually
worked out what percentage of their workforce would be women was, originally when all the
application forms went out, the pro rata of women that applied for the job, as opposed to men,
that was the percentage of jobs they made available to women.
Janis: What were you doing in that job?
Angie: Ah, when I worked for Argyle Diamond Mines I was working in a drill and blast
crew, and we used to, you know, put all the Amfo in the drilled-out holes and set up all the
cordex and tie all the detonator patterns in, and put all the detonators in, and light the match,
and then go and watch it blow up! It was quite good.
Janis: Did you need specific training for that?
Angie: No, you sort of got on-the-job training. You had a supervisor who came out, and I
guess they sort of trained you ...sort of!
Janis: And did you take that job because the job with Leightons had come to
an end?
Angie: Yes, the job with Leightons had come to an end, and I also thought, well, two weeks
on, two weeks off would be quite good. But what I found was that it didn't suit me, because
I'd come from a contracting background which ...you're building something, and you have a
problem where you just fix it and get on with it, or you do something, you improvise or you
get help, and I found that I was used to thinking for myself a lot, and with something like a
mining company, you tend to be locked into just the way they do things, and you can't often be
effective. Well, I was used to working, I guess.
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Janis: And what were your conditions like, first with Leightons and then with
ADM?
Angie: With Leightons, we lived at Limestone Creek Camp, and that was just your basic little
dogbox, with the fridge and a bed and an air conditioner, and then we had a Wet Mess.
Construction workers were not allowed to go up to the Argyle Diamond Mines you-beaut
yuppie Mess Hall and hut and drinking hole, because the contractors were always basically
treated like they were outsiders, or something. Not very highly thought of.
Janis: And then when you moved to ADM, did your conditions change?

Angie: Um, yeah. We now had very good conditions, I'll give them that, not a lot of money
in the beginning, but they had very good working conditions. I mean, they had nice fa cilities,
they had microwaves and a kitchen in their rooms, they .had TV in their room, they had their
clothes washed, they had a beautiful, beautiful, beautiful dining room, that would be almost
akin to the Oyster Beds in Fremantle, that sits out on the water, and an ornamental pond. So, I
mean, it was just ... beautiful pool, you know, and squash court, tennis court, oval, you
know, like the facilities were brilliant. But they probably didn't have enough time to enjoy it,
though, because they were actually working twelve-hour shifts, seven days a week, and then
they changed to eleven-hour night shifts, so there wasn't a lot of time to enjoy rimch of those
facilities, which was a shame.
Janis: And were you a member of a union at that stage?
Angie: I think we were AWU at the time.
Janis:

Were you actively involved?

Angie: No. Oh, I was vocal, they didn't like that a lot.
Janis:

How were you vocal?

Angie: Well, we used to have meetings where ...because, obviously, originally, the pay
wasn't very good and I think that certain things were traded off with the union movement and
the two weeks on, two weeks off was a unique concept at the time, and it was something that
hadn't been tried in Western Australia prior to this. It was sort of a teething period for
everybody concerned, including unions and employers and people that worked there. And I
was fairly vocal ... they used to have meetings, and I used to tend to speak up at meetings,
and of course management didn't like it a lot, and they used to have opportunities where you
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could raise issues with management, and I often used to raise the training issue, because that's
something that I felt very strongly about. Like, a lot of training that's done in-house for mining
companies is not recognised elsewhere, so instead of making it certificated courses where
people actually get something that's a legitimate thing that they can take with them from job site
to job site, most employers will only do in-house training, so that the employees won't leave.
Right, so they can't talce that away with them, which I think is really unfair, because if you're
going to spend the time to perhaps get an education in whatever area, surely you should get
something that's valid elsewhere, in the State, say, or in Australia, even.

Janis: So were you echoing what the union said, or do you think you were
probably a bit of a lone voice?
Angie: Well, I don't think the union was very strong there, in the beginning, 'cause, like, it
was very difficult to get people to band together on issues, because with the two on, two off,
the workforce often didn't overlap. So what would concern one panel, might have no effect on
the other panel. So you couldn't get everybody together at any one time to really vote on an
issue. So, it was sort of segregated, and it was very difficult to achieve any sort of results like
that.
Janis: So the working pattern had an effect on people's solidarity?
Angie: Yes, definitely, definitely. And a lot of people they employed with Argyle Diamond
Mines were people like farmers, and the farmers and that, they weren't used to getting paid,
like they were used to having totally different working commitments at home, and to them this
was just a bonus, you know, to help their hobby farm or whatever and most of the people there
would never really have been actively involved with unionism. That's how I perceive it to be
for the period that I spent there. So they had no idea, you know, they had no idea about people
fighting for certain conditions. Like in construction, years ago, they would have been lucky to
have a toilet on site and four or five people in a room, without air conditioning, no fridge, and I
mean people actually fought to get those conditions improved, and then you get other people
that come along, and they just walk all over them, because they have no idea what it cost those
people to acquire that. 'Cause it doesn't come cheap.
Janis: So, Angie, you're at Argyle; why did you quit?
Angie: I hated it.
Janis: Why?
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Angie: Oh, it just wasn't me. Like, it wasn't me. I missed construction, too, I think. It just
wasn't me, I felt that I was brain-dead (laughs); best word for it.
Janis: So what did you do?
Angie: Well, I just left, and I was going to go round Australia - again - and then I had a
German guy, Hans Ruloff, rang me up again and said, "We're starting to build Parry's in West
Perth, we want you to come down and do all our first aid and dogging." So I had to cancel my
trip, and joined them down in Perth.
Janis:

So you're back with Leightons again?

Angie: Yes, Leighton Contractors. I worked as a dogman and first aid attendant on their
Parry's job in West Perth, and I worked on their Altona Street office that they built. I worked
on the extension at Supreme Court Gardens and then - I always wanted to go to Karratha, and
an opp01tunity came up for me to go to Karratha to work. So I transferred from Perth up to
Karratha.
Janis: When you were working on the CBD sites, was the work different, or
the conditions different, or the people different to mining?
Angie: Yes. The CBD - the "inner sanctum" as I call it - I actually found it was very much a
"job for the boys" in Perth, because it's who you know in Perth, even within the union
movement, and if you know the right people you get work in Perth.
Janis: And you got the job because of Hans Ruloff?
Angie: Yes, I got the job because of Hans Ruloff, because I worked for him before and I
guess he probably liked that I could work unsupervised.
Janis: Do you think if you'd applied for a job out of the blue like that, you
would have got it?
Angie: No! No way!
Janis:

How do people get those sorts of jobs?

Angie: They know someone. I mean, it's like that even with employers. If you know the
right people and have the right contacts, be it union, be it employers, be it anyone, you will get
a start somewhere. Eventually.
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Janis: What kind of effect does that policy have on a woman trying to get
work?
Angie: Oh, it's almost impossible. I've gone round to construction companies and been told
things like, "Our policy's not to hire women". Now, if you actually fight about that, actively,
right, and maybe take it to the Equal Opportunity Tribunal or something like that, you'll never
work on another construction site again. So all you can do is basically sit back and say, "OK,
thank you, OK", and knowing that through I guess like an evolution almost, like eventually it's

going to change and they're going to employ more people, because they're going to have to.
Janis: So by this stage you're a committed construction worker; you're not
going to go and do anything else?
Angie: Well, I'm still in construction now, so I guess that's ...ummmm. I'd like to change;

I'd like to go into a job that's probably traditionally more for women, because you get very
tired.
Janis: I'll ask you about that a bit later, Angie. You went up as a dogman and
first aid officer?
Angie: No. In Karratha I just did dogman-type work. And while I was in Kam;itha, I got my

rigger's ticket.
Janis: And what did that involve? What does a rigger do?
Angie: Oh, lots of things. Rigging's exciting. It's exhilarating. I love being up on steel.

A rigger basically erects steel, and they also can work in the demolition industry, and they
work with a variety of different gear, like chain blocks. They can change booms on cranes;
work in tower cranes, erect tower cranes, set up static lines, a flying fox I guess, if there's a
need, and things like that.
Janis: Now I think you said you worked in Karratha for three years; what else
did you do besides being a rigger, and which companies did you work for?
Angie: When I worked in Karratha, I was employed originally by Leighton Contractors, and
we did the civil work. We made the foundations for the tanks and the compressor stations and
the pipe-rack to go on, so we did all the earthworks and all the concrete work, and I was
working as a dogman for them. And also while I was worked with Leightons, I got a restricted
cranedriver's ticket, 'cause a cranedriver that I used to work for - I only know him as Blackie
(laughs) - we used to take it in turns, he would spend half a day out on the crane; and half a
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day in, 'cause he used to get bored with sitting still in the crane, and so he was teaching me at
the same time.
I didn't actually work as a restricted cranedriver but I got my ticket as a restricted cranedriver.
When he actually taught me to be a cranedriver, because at the time the unions had closed
books (that's the, I think it was the FED at that time, Federated Engine Drivers), and they had
closed books, and I got my ticket, and I sat the exam and everything out in Karratha, and I
dragged one of the DOHSWA inspectors out there to sit me for my practical exam as well, and
I'm probably the only one I know that's gone through a four-hour, rigorous practical, and
about a three hour (I think, I'm probably exaggerating a bit), but at least a two hour theory
exam. And anyway it was opposed by the unions for me to get my ticket because they had
closed books, and the only reason they found out about it was I actually went and told them
what I'd done, and then they were going to take his ticket off him. Anyway, I sort of
threatened them, and said that if they did that, that I would go to all the newspapers in Australia
etc, and bring it to their attention, so nothing ever happened. You know, because I believe you
should have the ability to go on and get as much training as you want.
Through having worked with Leighton Contractors and the job finishing up, they were starting
the structural steel and pipe work, and I managed to get a start with another company which did
the pipe-racks and the pipe work on one of the trains, and when I worked for this company, I
was actually studying at the time to get my rigger's ticket, and I used to go to night school with
a friend of mine called Dave Kirk, and we used to drive in every Tuesday night and I'd go to
night school, and I'd sit down and go to class and probably not understand half of the stuff the
guy was telling us, our lecturer, because I may not have had the background or the awareness.
I think something like a hundred people started night school, and I think out of all the hundred
that went through for the full year, five of us finished, which is not very good odds.
I got 95% for my exam, so that was OK, and so we used to do that on a Tuesday night and
what else did we do ..oh, and David Kirk, the guy that I used to go in with, I sort of
befriended him, I guess, and he was driving a big 4,600 Manitowoc crane, and he used to pick
me up every morning at 4.30 and I used to get up and grease the crane every morning, and
every weekend I used to give it a 40-hour grease because, you know, I used to really love this
crane and I spent quite a lot of time on it.
Anyway, 'cause Dave had said to me that he would teach me for my unrestricted cranedriver's
ticket on this crane, but first I had to actually prove that I wanted to learn on, like, the
maintenance side, that was the most important thing, and I guess he thought that if I was keen
enough to learn about the maintenance, hand spanners, do the greasing and so forth, that then
he would teach me.
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Janis:

You were proving yourself to him?

Angie: Yes, well that's right, because otherwise then he wouldn't have bothered, I guess.
You know, like he might have thought it was just a whim or something.
Anyway, so I did that for about six months, and I used to have to do all that in my own time,
because I wasn't actually working for the company that he worked for, so it had to be all out of
normal working hours so I used to get up, like I said, about 4.30 most mornings to go to
work, and I'd come home a lot later than anybody else. And I used to really get quite frustrated
with him sometimes, because I remembering him throwing the books on the floor one day,
because I said, "I can't do it, I just can't understand this, I can't do it," so he threw all the
books on the floor, got in his car, and drove off. And I sort. of think, well, you know,
sometimes it was probably not that funny to anyone else, but it was to me, because I just sort
of think, he was just getting so frustrated.
Janis: But you went on from there?
Angie: Yeah, went on from there, and got my rigger's ticket, and then I did my unrestricted
ticket, and I got my hours up on this 4,600 Manny, Manitowoc crane, and it was set up in a
ring configuration, and had a lifting capacity of 600 tonne, and 580 feet of boom· in it, and that
was quite a feat in itself.
Janis:
it?

So even in West Australian terms, that'd be a pretty big crane, would

Angie: At that time, when it first came over, it was, I think, the biggest crane this side of the
Equator, until they actually brought over the Gottweld, and the Gottweld went straight on to
that same project, and that was a different type of crane altogether, that was a hydraulic. The
concept with the Gottweld, I guess, was unique, 'cause that was pick and carry, and you could
move it fairly easily. I think our crane did a better job. It may not have had the
manoeuvrability but I think it did a better job. Anyway, so I got that, it was quite interesting.
I have to mention an incident that happened then. I went away on holidays, because I used to
work as a dogman/rigger on this crane as well, and it's a really prestigious thing to be working
on the largest crane on site. It's really a macho job, that's all I can say. Anyway, I went on
holidays; I'd been working on this thing for ages, and I went on holidays, and I came back,
and I'd been taken off it. And I was really, really angry, and cranedriver, Dave, he stopped the
crane and refused to move it. He nearly got the sack, because I mean they were paying
something like $1,000 an hour hire for it, and he stopped the crane and refused to move the
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crane and refused to do anything, and I was sort of banished up to this "hill" area, we used to
call it "the hill", which was the laydown area, and I actually went in and went to the boss, and I
sort of told him in no uncertain terms, how would he like it if he went away on holidays and
someone else was sitting behind his desk, and he agreed with me, and he told me that the
bottom line was that he had to do what his supervisors wanted, and so he had to back them,
irrelevant of whether I was right or wrong, and he agreed with me, and said, "Yes you are
right, but I have to back them because if I don't back them they won't respect me and they
won't work for me, so you have to go up there," and that was it. And then he told me, he said
that when you leave the project, I'll write you a reference, I never write references for anyone
but, he said, I'll write you a reference because he felt that I'd been unjustly dealt with.
Sometimes I think I wish I'd done something about it.
Janis: So you went to the laydown area?
Angie: Yeah, had to. No choice, didn't want my friend Dave to get sacked as well, so I just
sort of said to him, you know, that Id' better go up there. And to this day it really hurts.That's
probably about the worst feeling I ever had.
Janis: It didn't make you feel good, to lose that job?
Angie: Oh, God, no, I was so upset, I was so angry, I was so upset and so hurt, and I sort of
felt that I'd majorly got railroaded, when I wasn't there; and through no consultation, and no
reason given, and I know that the reasons were - it's because ...obviously these things come
out at a later date - was because I was a girl, and they couldn't stand to see a woman working
on this big crane. And that was it, that was it, that was the whole, sole reason; they didn't
want me there, and it had nothing to do with the quality of the work, which I know was very
good, right, or anything like that, it was just this thing, this macho thing, you know. And I
think that's what hurt: 'cause it wasn't on my merits, or lack of, it was just because of the
gender thing, I guess. And I think that that will always be the thing that through all my life, if I
ever, ever take anything away, that makes me want to cry all the time, that will be it, because it
wasn't fair. Oh, God!
Janis: You didn't go to the union?
Angie: What could they have done? Nothing! Not a thing; really, honestly, not a thing. I
mean, I was employed as a dogman, and it doesn't matter where I go, people are always told
that you have to work with this crane or you have to work with that one, but I'd spend six
months on this thing, like just working with it every day, and then to go away, and then to
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come back and have that occur, and have the boss telling me, "Yes, you're right, but I have to
back these people."
Janis: So you went to the laydown area?
Angie: Yep, went up to the laydown area, and so to pacify me a bit they made me a leading
hand/dogman, and we had a foreman up there who was sort of interfering, so we basically told
him to go and stay in the office, and we did the job from up there. It was pretty hard at first,
'cause I had two cranes and I think all told I was in charge of about fifteen people, and men
found it a bit difficult at first to take . ..I had to be really diplomatic when I issued an order, or
when I wanted something done, it had to be "Please" and "Would you mind". You know, you
couldn't say "I want you to do this", it couldn't sound as if it was a command, but because I
sort of did it fairly carefully, in the end it got to the stage where they would come up and say,
"Well, what do you want me to do next?" But in the initial breaking in period it was a really
fine line between directing and, you know, even just organising. It's all a bit of psychology, I
think.
Anyway, so I spent my time up there ...but I got my unrestricted cranedriver's ticket on the
big crane, because Dave taught me, and I used to do all my hours at night, and I helped, while I
was up in the laydown area, I helped Crystal get a dogman's ticket. I taught her·up there, and
then there was another girl, I used to teach her, as well, in my own time. When I used to do
my cranedriving lessons, she used to come under supervision, and she would have to hook up
loads because she wanted to get her dogman's ticket, which she did. And I believe she went to
Queensland to work. So that was really good. That's two, two, two more (laughs). That was
pretty exciting.
Janis: So what happened then? You were working in the laydown area?
Angie: Yeah, I worked in the laydown area. I stayed up there, and ... the funniest things.
They sent all the riff raff, all the no-hopers, all the people they didn't want on the big site, up
there; they just got all the ones who were militant or anything, they all got sent up to this
laydown area, because, you know, they could just get rid of us and we couldn't get involved
on site.
What they forgot about was we supplied the whole site with all their materials. And one day
they decided they were going to do something, and anyway what they had forgotten about was
that we supplied the whole site. So we all withdrew our labour, the whole I think it was ten of
us up there, and stopped the whole job (laughs). I don't know if it was toilets, I can't
remember what the issue was, but it was really funny, All of a sudden, they realised, shit, we
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put all these militant no-hopers, or whatever they would like to call us, all up there, all the ones
with the voice, and put them all up the top there, and all of a sudden this small nucleus of
people were actually controlling the whole job, you know, and they had no material being
delivered down to site, to all the hundreds of blokes down there, and that was just mayhem!
Janis:

So you discovered your power then?

Angie: Yeah, we had a lot of power! That was really funny.
[Angie tells of an incident when she stood up for a friend who had been involved in an out-of
hours altercation with another person. She spoke on his behalf at a large meeting in Karratha,
and was heckled by some of those present].
Angie: When I came to Perth to try to get a job I couldn't get a job on a construction site,
permanently in Perth, because of that. All I could do was get casual work.
I can't remember exactly how long I was in Perth for, working on sites, as such, but it would
have been some months, I think, after I left Karratha. Because I couldn't get employment, I
had an opportunity to work at T AFE, to teach dogmen at night school, so I started doing that,
and at that same time, the gentleman that appointed me, a Charlie Fitzgerald, he set out on his
own and formed his own consultancy-type company, and I went to work for him on I guess a
part-time basis, and I used to lecture in relevant subjects throughout the State for him. But it
was also on-again, off-again, as per demand, I guess, that I would work for him. And then I
applied when a job came up for inspectors with the Department of Occupational Health, Safety
and Welfare, and I put in an application form and I was successful, and I've been with them
from October 30th, 1989.
Janis:

And what's your job now, Angie, with DOHSWA?

Angie: I work as a Construction Safety Inspector.
Janis: So still in the industry?
Angie: Yes, I'm still very much in the industry, on that basis. I guess that I really like the
industry, and I like the nature of the industry, and I like even that it's volatile at times, and I
enjoy construction work, and I thought that that would be a way to stay in the industry without
having to do probably the physical work, as well as not having to leave the industry totally.
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Janis: We talked a bit about harassment in the workplace. I wondered if
you'd had sexual harassment in the workplace, and how that had affected you.
Angie: Yeah, I have had sexual harassment in the workplace, and I would guess if you work
in an environment where it's mainly male-dominated, then unfortunately it just seenis to be part
of the package that you get.
Janis: And how did it affect you, when it happened to you?
Angie: There's been more than one occasion, there's probably a couple that I can't mention,
but one of the ones that actually comes to mind was when I was working on a construction site
up in Karratha, was a guy, he used to tell me things like, you know, like, have I ever had a
Yugoslav man, and I'd basically tell him to go away, I'm not interested, and he'd say, "You
don't know what you're missing," and the inferences that were made with that was very much
sexual overtures, even though he didn't say things like that, with gestures and, you know,
things like that, I guess. I mean, I've often been told, basically, to fuck off, you know, and
"This is no place for a woman"; so you've got all that harassment, all that negative.
And there's just lots of stuff like that, really, there's just so much, you can't even sit down and
itemise it, you can't do it. And the worst thing is, because it ends up becoming, like, I don't
know whether you actually accept it, but it becomes almost like a norm, and you don't notice it.
And whereas you probably ... if you walked straight in, when you first start, you really do
notice it. I mean, there was times when I used to pretend I never used to hear things, 'cause
I'd choose not to hear them, because if you heard them, then you'd have to deal with them, and
sometimes it was so embarrassing that, you know, you couldn't cope with it.
Janis:

One of the things you said earlier in the interview was you were tired.

Angie: Oh, very, very tired. God, I'm so tired.
Janis: What is it about the industry that's made you tired?
Angie: I think what happens is, you are very, very alone. Mostly, I've actually worked by
myself in amongst a lot of men and never had, like, a lot of female support, like, none. And so
that really means you get really tired, 'cause you've always got to watch your back the whole
time, and you probably end up even getting paranoid to a degree, because you've always got to
be so much better than everybody else, and if you make a mistake, it's very much noticed and
all that, so you can never really relax, and because men tend to hunt in packs, as I say, and they
very much stick together, like because you're by yourself, you really don't have anyone that
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you can bounce off ideas, and say, "Well, I have a problem with this", because there's no-one
there to share that with you. Because there's no-one there doing the same sort of work.
You know, so you're very alone, and that makes you tired.

Janis:

And where to, now, for you, Angie?

Angie: Who knows? ... who knows???

Pyke, Jo (1993) Women in Building - the Missing 51 %. Women's Research and
Employment Initiatives Program - Department of Employment, Education and Training.
AGPS.Canberra (p.2)
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Redevelopment of the Old Swan Brewery Site: A Case Study of
The State, Local Capital and Inter Union Politics.

Amanda Watkins*
In July 1992, the then Premier Carmen Lawrence announced that another attempt was to be
made at redeveloping the Old Swan Brewery site on Mounts Bay Road in Perth. A contract
was signed between the Government and Multiplex to build an office and retail complex. The
plans for redevelopment fuelled the broad based anti-redevelopment opposition that had
remained constant over nearly six years. Construction work was planned to go ahead in
August 1992 and a well supported picket line was established by the anti-redevelopment
opposition. On the 29th of August a substantial police force was used to break the picket line
and to protect the Builders Labourers Federation (BLF) workers who crossed the picket line to
begin work on the redevelopment. Prior to work commencing on the site, the Construction,
Forestry, Mining and Energy Workers Union (CFMEU, formerly the CMEU) and the
Australian Electrical, Electronics, Foundry and Engineering Union (AEEFEU, formerly the
ETU) were taken to the Industrial Relations Commission over their ban on the site and were
ordered to lift the ban or face deregistration. Although the important stance adopted by the
AEEFEU in opposing the redevelopment of the Brewery is recognised, the main focus of the
paper is on the opposition presented by the CFMEU to the redevelopment.
The specifics of the BLF support for the redevelopment and the CFMEU and AEEFEU
opposition, reflects the more general inter union politics at the level of the State Trades and
Labor Council (TLC). The inter-union tussle over the Brewery redevelopment also reflects the
relationship between the then State Labor Government (ALP), local capitalists and sections of
the union movement. The paper will begin by discussing the State ALP Government during
the 1980's and its relationship with local capitalists. The next section discusses the support
that the alliance between the Labor Government and local capital attained from sections of the
union movement. The article then goes on to place the politics of the ties between the ALP and
sections of the union movement and the inter-union conflicts into the more specific case study
of the union struggle over the redevelopment of the Brewery site.

* Amanda Watkins is a second year Masters student in Political Science at Curtin University
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The State Labor Government and its Ties to Local Capital During the 1980s
and early 1990s
In February 1983, the Burke Labor Government came to power. Central to the Labor Party's
election platform were the notions of better performance and efficiency of the economy. I In a
time of international economic recession, the State Government was also faced with declining
contributions from the Commonwealth Government to Western Australia's revenue base. The
reductions in revenue forced the State Government to search for further revenue sources.2
Faced with declining revenues and a need to make the economy more efficient, Burke believed
that the Government should adopt a more entrepreneurial role. The way in which Burke
attempted to achieve better economic efficiency was through forging links between the
Government and local capitalists. The Burke Government became involved in a number of
reorganisations of extra-parliamentary structures, the Premier's Department, political
appointments to the public service and the formation of Government agencies which created a
business alliance between the Government and certain local capitalists.3
The establishment and control of extra-parliamentary organisations also became integral to
Labor cementing its ties with local capital. The establishment of the John Curtin Foundation by
the Burke Government in 1984 provided a particularly impo1tant link between Government and
business. The Foundation had as its members many of Perth's wealthiest businessmen.4 It
has been regularly claimed that the Foundation operated on the principle that patrons making
donations to the Labor Party coffers did so in return for favourable Government contracts and
development opportunities. An example of the way in which the Foundation allegedly operated
was brought to light by the investigations of the WA Inc Royal Commission. It was
established during the hearings into the Fremantle Gas and Coke Company that Y osse
Goldberg's Western Continental Corporation paid $300 000 to Burke's Leader's Fund after
winning control of Fremantle Gas and Coke Company with the Government's help in 1985.5
Goldberg was a member of the Curtin Foundation. Political donations from members of the
Curtin Foundation flowed directly into Burke's Leader's Fund, effectively bypassing
previously important fundraising channels of the ALP. About $4 million entered the Leader's
Fund in the second half of 1986.6
The financial support given to Labor by big business shifted power away from the extra
parliamentary organisations, including trade unions, that were historically very important for
the financial base of the Labor Party. The shift increased the importance of Labor's new ties to
business while marginalising the importance of traditional allies.? These ties were formed by
the Burke Government and continued, although to a varying extent, under subsequent ALP
Premiers, Peter Dowding and Carmen Lawrence.
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The ALP State Government and Unions
The alliance between the Labor Government and local capital, as well as the business deals that
were conducted, also gained support from sections of the union movement. The Burke and
later Dowding and Lawrence Governments initially gained and then retained the support of
unions which held a range of political-ideological positions.
An instance of how the Burke Government gained the support of a key union, the politics of
which had been previously regarded as left-wing and militant, was provided by the treatment
accorded to the local BLF Branch. The BLF, de-registered nationally, was able to survive in
Western Australia because of its close relationship with the Labor Government. The WA
branch of the BLF retained state registration and prospered largely due to its close ties with the
Burke Government.
In April 1986, the deregistration and derecognition of the BLF occurred nationally and in
Victoria. The move to deregister the BLF by the Federal Hawke Labor Government came after
a series of industrial disputes on Melbourne building sites and in New South Wales.8 The
disputes were a political response by the union to the jailing of BLF Secretary, Norm
Gallagher, after his convictions on corruption charges. Herb Thompson's article on the BLF
which appears elsewhere in this volume, argues that the militant agenda of the BLF did not fit
into the politics of the ALP-ACTU's "Accordism" and that the union had to be deregistered
because its members continued to act outside the authoritarian framework of the Accord. The
legislation passed through Federal Parliament to deregister the BLF set a precedent which
meant that simply by passing a Bill through Parliament, a union could be swiftly deregistered.9
In addition to the Burke Government's historical ties with right wing trade unions, the
Government had a broad "left-right" base in the TLC. The argument widely used by sections
of the union movement for supporting the ALP was that there was no alternative to backing the
ALP even though the Party no longer defined itself as politically representing the working
class. IO By lending support to the ALP, many union officials were fulfilling an ambition of
"being in government". As a result, the majority of the TLC embraced the deals that were
conducted between the WA Labor Party and local capitalists.11 Any union that opposed the
ALP and the ALP's entrepreneurial supporters was portrayed as giving support to the
Liberal/National Party.12
At the same time as the State Labor Government maintained close ties with the core of the trade
union movement, there was a small, if occasionally significant opposition to the agenda of the
ALP and its ties with the capitalist class. For much of the ten-year period in which successive
ALP Governments held office, the CFMEU and the AEEFEU presented the most important
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and continuing union challenge to the direction being pursued by the ALP and its allies. The
"left" opposition to the State Labor Government stemmed from allegations that a great number
of deals involving the Burke Government and local capitalists were connected with
construction developments in the Central Business District (CBD). The CFMEU's members
worked on these sites and therefore, claimed they knew many details "of the deals" that were
being done over the developments and were opposed to them.13 The CFMEU argued that the
close collaboration between the WA Labor Government and big business during the 1980s
meant that the ALP had become a political party for the capitalist class, uncommitted to
working class interests.14
However, the CFMEU and the AEEFEU were effectively outvoted in the main State Executive
and TLC forums by the unions which were aligned with the Labor Government. The BLF,
Transport Workers Union, Meatworkers Union, Painters and Decorators Union, Plumbers and
Gasfitters Union and the Plasterers Union formed a block known as the "third floor alliance" to
affect the balance of power in the State Executive of the ALP which, in effect, is the body that
controls the pre-selection of ALP Parliamentary candidates.15
The "third floor alliance" gained effective access to power in the ALP State Government. The
dominance of the "third floor alliance" meant that the CFMEU and AEEFEU, which were the
only consistent union opposition to the Labor Government, could not achieve a majority.16 On
a number of occasions in the late 1980s, the Government had been actively trying to undermine
the CFMEU and aiming for its deregistration. By March 1992, after twelve months of
discussions with union members, the CFMEU executive made the decision to disaffiliate from
the ALP. The WA Branch of the CFMEU decided that the close ties of the ALP with the local
capitalist class meant that being affiliated with the Labor Party resulted in the union "being
locked into one side of a two horse race (which) hindered attempts to maximise bargaining
power".17
Opposition by the WA Branch of the CFMEU to the State ALP Government produced a certain
amount of antagonism between the state and national union office. The politics of the national
office of the BWIU closely followed the initial role set by the ex-Secretary, Pat Clancy who
was among the architects of the Accord. However, according to the WA President, Bill Ethell,
the Western Australian branch of the CFMEU opposed the Accord from its inception.
Subsequently the local branch opposed the restructuring proposals for the building industry
which effectively tie an industry that is prone to boom and bust cycles to a national wage fixing
agenda designed to restrain workers from using industrial muscle to gain improvements in
wages and working conditions.18 The national office was critical of the WA branch's politics
arguing that they were anti-ALP and were putting the union in danger of deregistration.
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The deregistration of the BLF was achieved swiftly by passing legislation in the Federal
Parliament in 1986.19 Deregistration then became a weapon that could be used against unions.
The ease at which the BLF was deregistered and the effects of deregistration (exclusion from
the Industrial Relations arena and the ability of other unions to acquire constitutional coverage
of the deregistered union's members) meant that deregistration posed a continuous threat_to be
used against militant unions.
Although faced with the threat of deregistration, the WA branch of the CFMEU and the
AEEFEU presented the only consistent opposition to the agenda of the ALP and its ties with
the capitalist class. The more general discussion about the politics of the ALP in the 1980s and
the inter-union politics of the time will be clearly illustrated over the redevelopment of the
Swan Brewery site. A detailed examination of the specifics of union involvement in the debate
over the redevelopment of the Old Swan Brewery follows.

Redevelopment of the old Swan Brewery site - . A History of the Brewery

The proposed redevelopment of the Brewery has particular significance to the Fringe Dwellers
or Nyungar Aborigines as the site is a well documented place of Aboriginal spiritual
significance.20 The area extending from Kennedy Fountain beyond the demolished old stables
(now the site of the new car park) and the edge of the Swan River to the foot of Mt Eliza was
an Aboriginal campsite, kangaroo hunting area, part of the ochre trading trail and a campsite
visited by initiates. The area of Mount Eliza is also the sacred site of the Waugal. The physical
features of the Swan River and Mount Eliza, according to Aboriginal beliefs about creation,
were brought into existence by the movements of the Waugal which emerged from Mount Eliza
at the site behind the now demolished Brewery stables and wriggled its way to the sea creating
the Swan River.
The area of land at the centre of the dispute over the redevelopment of the old Swan Brewery
was originally subdivided by Europeans in 1829 when a small shipyard was established. 2 1

However, for a very brief period during the 1830s, the land was set aside as an Aboriginal
reserve and Government feeding depot.22 In 1835, the feeding depot became known as the
Mount Eliza Native Institution and was directed by Francis Armstrong. In 1837, the Native

Institution was no longer used for Aborigines and was moved to Rottnest Island and in 1838 a
flour mill was erected on the land. By 1846, the property was brought by the de Burge family
and the flour mill was hired out to the Government and between 1851 and 1852 operated as a
Temporary Ticket of Leave Hiring Depot . The Government also built a convict depot adjacent
to the Kennedy Spring which became known as the Old Men's Depot.
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In 1879, John Ferguson and William Mumme brought the land from Robert de Burgh for four
hundred pounds and established the Perth Ice Company and a Brewery and Malt House on the
site. In 1888, the site was transferred to the Swan Brewery Company and a new malt house
and Brewery were built on the site of the present old Swa� Brewery. In 1968, after so many
years of continous production, production ceased at the old Swan Brewery site on Mounts Bay
Road and the site was used for fermentation and storage only. During 1981, the Swan
Brewery became a subsidiary of Bond Corporation. In the same year, Bond Corporation sold
the old Swan brewery to Yosse Goldberg and Ronald Wise for $4.5 million. 23
In September 1985, the State Government purchased the Old Swan Brewery site on Mounts
Bay Road from Yosse Goldberg who was also involved with the State Government over the
purchase of the Fremantle Gas and Coke Company (see below). 24 The purchase price for the
piece of river-front land of $5 million was $2 million less than Goldberg had asked for early in
1985.25 During the negotiations over the purchase of the Brewery, the Minister for Planning,
Bob Pearce, stated that the Government was making a proposal that would make the deal more
attractive or "sweeter" to the owners.26
In September 1986 Goldberg sold the Fremantle Gas and Coke Company to the Government
for $39.75 million which was $15 million more than he had paid for it initially. There were
strong suggestions, particularly in the media, of a connection between the sale of the Brewery
and the Fremantle Gas and Coke Company.2 7 Goldberg sold the Brewery for a loss but
seemed to have been substantially "reimbursed" by the price paid to him for the Fremantle Gas
and Coke Company. The deal between the Government and Goldberg over the Brewery had
the media quickly touting the "WA Inc" label as it appeared to be characteristic of the often
secretive and complex business deals that were conducted between the Labor Government and
its local "business mates".28
In April 1986, the Western Australian Development Corporation announced a $10 million plan
for a large scale development on the site which included the retention of the buildings with only
limited commercial development.2 9 However, by the end of the year, the plans for the
brewery changed dramatically. In December 1986, the Government announced that Brewtech
(a brewery and hotel chain) would be involved in the redevelopment. The plans were drawn
up by architect Roger Gregson and included office space, a theatre complex, a museum, a
brewery and retail food outlets. The estimated cost of the project was $40 million.30
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Opposition to the Redevelopment of the old Swan Brewery site
Over the next three years, these and other plans for redevelopment created widespread public
protest from a broad spectrum of groups. Outlined below is a brief summary of the many
groups involved in opposing the Brewery redevelopment and the reasons for their opposition.
The broad based opposition to the redevelopment of the Brewery included Aboriginal Fringe
Dwellers led by Robert Bropho, who argued that the area is a place of Aboriginal spiritual
significance and that the Brewery should be demolished and the land converted to public
property. The Brewery Action Group led by Joe Stokes and Shirley De La Hunty wanted the
Brewery buildings to be demolished so as to preserve the continuity of the foreshores around
Perth as recreational parkland and to include the Brewery site into the precincts of Kings
Park.31 Church Groups argued that the State Government had an obligation to recognise the

religious importance of the site to Aborigines 32 and that the proposed redevelopment of the
Brewery represented the "relentless erosion of Aboriginal spiritual values." 3 3
Conservationists argues that the redevelopment would have detrimental effects on the
established trees in the area and that the car park would cut into the slope of Kings Park.
Conservation groups were also concerned about the increased traffic congestion that the
redevelopment would create and also the effect on waste water and sewerage that the complex
would have on the Swan River.34 The Royal Automobile Club (RAC), the Royal College of
Surgeons and the Prevention of Spinal Injuries Programme voiced concern over the
intensification of traffic that the redevelopment would create and the problems related to alcohol
being sold at the site.35
Opposition to the redevelopment remained constant for more than six years. Over 20 000
people signed petitions calling for the site to be returned to parkland and numerous opinion
polls showed that the vast majority of Western Australian people wanted the Brewery to be
demolished.36 The Aboriginal people argued that any work on the land or on the Brewery
building itself would desecrate the spirituality of the area. 37
A series of court injunctions launched by the Fringe Dwellers and battles between the State and
Federal Government meant that only light and sporadic work was carried out prior to late 1992.
However, in January 1989, work commenced on preparing the site which was to become a car
park on the Kings Park side of Mounts Bay Road. This action contravened an agreement
established between the Aboriginal people and the Western Australian Development
Corporation which stated that work could only proceed on the site after seven days'
notification was given to the Fringe Dwellers and only then in a manner that minimised damage
to the site. However, in January a bulldozer was brought in to prepare the site for a car
park.38
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In the early days of January 1989, an Aboriginal protest camp was established. The camp was
a response to the Government reversing its commitment to the Aboriginal people not to begin
work which disturbed the area on the Kings Park side of Mounts Bay Road. The occupiers of
_the site included the Black Action Group, chaired by Len Culbong, the Swan Valley Fringe
Dwellers led by Robert Bropho, the Catholic Aboriginal Organisation and the United Church
Aboriginal and Islander Christian Congress.39 In January 1989 the CFMEU announced, after
a mass delegates, meeting that there would be a black ban on all construction work at the
site.40 The protest camp remained for ten months until October 1989, when police were
brought in to remove the protesters.41
In April 1989, a meeting of delegates at the TLC voted over the issue of whether unions would
support or oppose the redevelopment of the Brewery. Among building and associated unions,
the Metal Workers Union, ELF, Transport Workers Union, Plasterers Union, Painters and
Decorators Union and Plumbers and Gasfitters Union voted for work to take place. However,
the CFMEU and the AEEFEU stood by their original commitment to oppose redevelopment
and voted for construction work to be stopped until full discussions and negotiations between
all parties had taken place. The Assistant Secretary of the TLC, Rob Meecham, announced that
the TLC would support work continuing on the site with the exception of the Kings Park side
of Mounts Bay Road until the conflict between the Aboriginal People and the State and Federal
Government was resolved.42
During March and April 1989, the ELF State Secretary, Kevin Reynolds stated on a number of
occasions that union members would not cross picket lines. Reynolds called on the ALP not to
use the police force to evict protesting Aborigines.43 Later this public commitment was to be
reversed (see below).
After April 1989, work continued very slowly as a protection order was granted under the
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Heritage Protection Act 1984, making all future

redevelopment involving ground disturbance to be the subject of approval by the then Federal
Minister for Aboriginal Affairs, Gerry Hand.44 The only work that was permitted on the site
was the internal renovation of the buildings.
In June 1989, Main Roads Department (MRD) workers began work on the median strip on
Mounts Bay Road opposite the Brewery buildings. Protesters cut power to a drill being used
by the MRD workers. Police reacted by forming a circle around workers and erecting a barrier
between protesters and the workmen.45 The incident is an example of the way in which the
protesters were willing to engage in direct action and the way in which work on the site was
only able to continue through the Government's use of a substantial police presence.
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Again in September 1990, the TLC became involved in the debate over the Brewery when the
State School Teachers' Union (SSTU) brought the issue to a head. The SSTU moved for the
project to be scrapped.46 The resolution that was put forward and adopted at the TLC meeting
stated that:
" The Trades and Labor Council of WA urges the Western Australian
Government to immediately terminate the old Swan Brewery
redevelopment project and convert the foreshore into public parkland "_47
The resolution represented a change in position from the one adopted in 1989 which only
called for work to stop on the Kings Park side of Mounts Bay Road. Unions were also more
evenly divided over the issue in the 1989 resolution. The current Assistant Secretary of the
TLC, Tony Cooke, has commented that the Brewery question had become a divisive issue
within the union movement. By adopting the resolution for demolishing the Brewery, it was
hoped that the issue would disappear,48 but the BLF announced that it was opposed to any
plans to abolish the Brewery.49
Although the Teachers' Union gave vocal support to opposing the redevelopment it, like many
other unions, failed to carry this vocal support into any concrete action. The SSTU's
resolution also did not have any implications of denying employment to its members. 5 0 The
only two unions whose support was carried into direct action were the CFMEU and the
AEEFEU.
After the Teachers' Union raised the issue of the redevelopment of the Brewery at the TLC, the
TLC called on the Government to demolish the Brewery but also restated its earlier position
that if redevelopment went ahead, it had to be agreed to by both the Federal and State Ministers
for Aboriginal Affairs. The stand taken by the TLC did not include bans on the site. While
giving verbal support to the anti-redevelopment protest, the TLC in reality provided no real
concrete support.51
Work goes ahead on the Brewery site
In July 1992, the Lawrence Government announced that it would make another attempt at
redeveloping the Brewery site. A deal was struck between the Government and Multiplex
Construction to build an office and retail complex. Multiplex signed a 65 year lease with the
State Government to renovate and restore the Swan Brewery buildings. The plans included
two storeys of office space, some of which were ostensibly to be used by Multiplex,
restaurants, art galleries, a museum and shops.52
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The Brewery once again became associated with the "WA Inc" tag. Multiplex was a large and
well known construction firm, which had a presence in many of the business deals that were
arranged between the ALP Governments and local capitalists. The principal owner of the
construction group, John Roberts, was a member of Burke's John Curtin Foundation and as
such a large donor to the Labor Party.53 During the 1980s, Multiplex itself was the major
builder involved in the development of large Perth CBD office blocks and the Burswood
Casino.54 With many shoreline redevelopments particularly around East Perth being mooted,
Multiplex was also probably effectively trying to secure its pre-eminent position in advance for
a number of proposals for major development work. 55
It was alleged in the parliamentary debate which followed the official announcement, that the
Minister for Public Works and Heritage, Jim McGinty awarded the project to Multiplex without
an open and competitive public tender and failed to reveal vital details of the project to
Parliament.56 McGinty's support for the Brewery redevelopment in 1992 was also an about
face from the position he took in May 1990 when giving his maiden speech to the Legislative
Assembly after winning the seat of Fremantle in a by-election. McGinty stated:
"I will endeavour...to enhance the welfare of the Aboriginal people of this
country. In this context the Old Swan Brewery site dispute needs to be
reconsidered. In my view, it is a social justice issue rather than a simple
question of whether one ought to preserve an old building."57
However, one of the possible reasons why McGinty was given responsibility for the Brewery
and thus for his change in attitude, was that he was a new Minister with leadership aspirations.
Carmen Lawrence was desperate to distance her Government from the "WA Inc" image
associated with the Burke and Dowding Governments. McGinty was a sound choice of
Minister to deal with the Brewery issue (which had become saddled with the "WA Inc" tag
because of its associations with Multiplex) because McGinty, as a new Parliamentarian, was
not directly associated with WA Inc. McGinty was also a possible future contender for the
leadership of the WA ALP Parliamentary Party. Involvement with the redevelopment of the
Brewery provided a base from which to build solid business links so important for any party
aspiring to form govemment.58
Work was scheduled to begin on the Brewery site late in August 1992 and a large group of
people massed every day at the site to support a picket line. On the 19th of August, the
CFMEU and the AEEFTU appeared in the Industrial Relations Commission over their ban on
the site. Commissioner G. Halliwell found that the CFMEU and the AEEFTU had no valid
industrial reason to prevent Multiplex from going about the redevelopment and criticised the
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unions for stifling employment prospects of union members. The Commissioner also ruled
that the presence of individual officials at the site could be seen as enforcing the unions' bans
and these officials could no longer be seen as private people defending a social cause.59
The Commissioner's ruling sought to separate political and industrial issues, and illustrated the
way in which law is used politically. It is also interesting to note that the ruling implies that the
CFMEU and the AEEFTU could not be political in one sense, that is opposing the ALP and the
business interests of particular capitalists. However, the BLF in deciding to work on the site
could be political in another, that is in their support and close association with the ALP and the
same commercial interests.
The Executive of the CFMEU had stated that if the Commissioner's rulings went against them,
they would close down all Multiplex sites. However, the Commissioner's ruling meant that
any industrial action on other Multiplex sites would be illegal, providing the basis for an action
to deregister.60 At a mass members' meeting, the union voted on whether it would go against
the ruling of the Commission and face deregistration. The vote to reject the ruling was lost by
15 votes. 61 Effectively, then, the union protest against redevelopment of the Brewery was
ended.
Although the trade union opposition could be dealt with industrial-legislatively, the question for
the Government remained of how to deal with spontaneous protest such as the Fringe
Dwellers. Ultimately, the use of coercion via the police force was the solution. Physical force
mobilised though the police, although permanently organised, is reserved for those instances
when a paiiy does not accept a particular outcome.62 Military/police force is also used to
control the repercussions of Government policies.63
In the case of the Brewery, utilising a substantial police force to demobilise the protest
constituted the mechanism for terminating and defeating the anti-redevelopment protest. The
police confrontation with the protesters was backed by a legal system that gave protesters who
were arrested certain bail conditions. Those conditions included that protesters were not
allowed back into the vicinity of the brewery.64
Prior to workers being brought to the Brewery, a counter Aboriginal protest group was
brought to the site. 65 The protest claimed that the site was not sacred. The counter protest was
lead by Federal ALP Member for Kalgoorlie Graeme Campbell and Arnold Franks. Multiplex
and Dominion Mines had donated money for the protesters, who were not from the Perth
region, to attend the rally. Many of the counter protesters were promised work on the site.
The promises rarely materialised. 66 The counter protest was carefully staged so that it
occurred before workers were brought to the site in an attempt to show that the resumption of
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work was justified because the Aboriginal claims about the significance of the site were
confused and not legitimate. 67
On the 26th of August, more than 80 police were brought to the site to remove the picket line.
Police and protesters faced each other in an uncertain truce until police vehicles_ were driven
through protesters who were peacefully occupying an adjoining car park. A violent clash
erupted in which a number of protesters were arrested.68
After the police clashed with the anti-Brewery project protest, a heavy police guard was used to
protect BLF workers who crossed the picket line to begin work.69 The BLF's leadership went
against its prior commitment not to cross a picket line and also not to support work in which
police were used to evict protesters.
The Secretary of the WA Branch of the BLF, Kevin Reynolds, justified the apparent about tum
in the union's position over the use of police force on the Brewery site by stating that "the
police are there because of the threat of violence made...and the confrontationist attitude of the
protesters."70 In later editions of the BLF Journal Reynolds also stated that although the use
of police at the Brewery site is not condoned, the "blame for the incidents at the Brewery site
must be laid squarely at the feet of the protesters and certain officials from other unions".71
An editorial in the BLF Journal defended the actions of workers entering the site and was
disparaging of BLF members who criticised those workers. Reynolds commented that
"workers who entered the site cannot be called scabs but should be defended for the way they
have stuck by the union".72 The apparent ease at which the BLF leaders abandoned their
previous position about not working on the site when police are used against protesters deeply
disturbed some long time BLF militants.73
The BLF's decision to cross the picket line was also justified on the basis that "the Aboriginal
question surrounding the significance of the site has been sorted out. "74 Reynolds acquiesced
to the tactics used by Federal Minister for Kalgoorlie, Graham Campbell, Multiplex and
Dominion Mines, namely the use of a counter Aboriginal protest group to marginalise the
legitimate claims of the Fringe Dwellers that the site is of Aboriginal spiritual significance.
Reynolds stated that "it is clear that the Aborigines themselves are equally divided over the
issue" _75

Why did the ALP pursue the Redevelopment of the Brewery site?
The Lawrence Government pursued the redevelopment of the Old Swan Brewery site in the

-66-

face of considerable broad based popular opposition and ultimately with the use of force. As
well, a report from the Valuer General's office in 1992 revealed that the site had a negative
value for developers because of the difficulties involved (including the question of Aboriginal
significance, traffic hazards and problems of public services). The report also stated that the
cost of development would exceed the value of al}y completed project.76 In addition, the
Perth CBD was awash with vacant office space, the result of an over-supplied commercial
market. In late 1991 and 1992, the vacancy rate of office space in the Perth CBD was
estimated at being over 20%,77 which suggested that the developers would have problems
selling and leasing the complex. Multiplex may also have difficulties selling the redevelopment
because of the complications associated with the site, mentioned above, and the anticipation of
continued protest once the building opens.
The question is why did the Labor Government pursue the red�velopment of such an obviously
problematic site? At the time of the decision to pursue the redevelopment in 1992, the ALP
were gearing up for another State election. With the ALP's funds drained, the party's
leadership needed to portray the party as having the capacity to stimulate new tourist and
mining developments in order to retain business support.78 The Brewery became Labor's way
of showing that it remained a party of business seeking to represent the capitalist class in
Government. The Court Liberal Government's commitment to the redevelopment of the
Brewery site means that regardless of which party forms Government, the Government must
represent the interests of capital and capitalists. Representation included inheriting various
forms of private property defence from its predecessors.

Conclusion
The redevelopment of the old Swan Brewery site represents an interesting case study that
illustrates the Western Australian Labor Party's close ties with local capital and the support that
the alliance gained from sections of the union movement during the 1980s and early 1990s.
The redevelopment of the Brewery also illustrates the inter-union politics of the period.
The support given to the redevelopment of the Brewery by the BLF reflects the union's close
affiliation with and support given to the ALP. After the deregistration of the union nationally in
1986, the BLF retained registration in WA and prospered largely due to its ties with the State
ALP. The BLF and other unions formed a power bloc at the level of the ALP's State Executive
and within the Trades and Labor Council. This bloc actively supported the ALP and its alliance
with local capital.
Opposition to the redevelopment of the Brewery from the CFMEU and AEEFTU reflects the
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most significant and continuing union challenge to the direction being pursued by the State
ALP and its business allies. Opposition to the Brewery also illustrates the willingness by the
CFMEU and the AEEFEU to take the agenda of unions beyond issues of wages and working
conditions to broader political and social justice issues.
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A Most Colourful Union!:
The Builders Labourers' Federation in the 1980'sl
Herb Thompson*
"I met a traveller from an antique land
Who said: Two vast and trunkless legs of stone
Stand in the desert. Near them, on the sand,
Half sunk, a shattered visage lies, whose frown,
And wrinkled lip, and sneer of cold command,
Tell that its sculptor well those passions read
Which yet survive, stamped on these lifeless things,
The hand that mocked them, and the heart that fed:
And on the pedestal these words appear:
My name is Ozymandias, king of kings:
Look on my works, ye Mighty, and despair!'
Nothing beside remains, Round the decay
Of that colossal wreck, boundless and bare
The lone and level sands stretch far away."2
*********
"What you can't win on the battlefield,
you won't win at the conference table"3
For over a decade, national and state governments have targeted the building and construction
industry as an industry in need of extensive reform. For much of that time one union, led for
all intents and purposes by one man, stood in the way of this goal. It has been argued
elsewhere that the premises of reforming the industry are faulty and largely contrived. 4
Because of this, again argued elsewhere, most of the reform measures which have been taken
are wasteful and/or manipulative, accomplishing little more than to dramatically increase the
workload of union officials. 5
In order to construct the ideological framework for this reform process, historical narratives
have been devised out of social and economic circumstances by agents of the State and
business. The goal of the narratives was to portray an industry out of control which required
government intervention in order to enhance managerial control.
Given the extremely limited expenditure for research and development in the industry necessary
to expand the productive forces, the only alternative which remains available to increase the
profit share and claw back managerial prerogative is the transmogrification of capital-labour
relations. This would be exceedingly difficult, if not impossible, if the BLF were to continue
to reign in the 1990s, as it had in the 1970s and early 1980s.
*Herb Thompson is Associate Professor of Economics at Murdoch University.
-71-

This article takes up the specific development and demise of the BLF as an institution, largely
through the demonisation of the General Secretary, N.L. Gallagher. It would be most difficult
to examine the institution independent of the individual during this particular time period.
Gallagher and the BLF can both be viewed as representative of pre-Accord unionism of a
particular type - one dedicated to class war and conflict as an a priori proposition, using
revolutionary politics as a rhetorical device. Post-Accord, both the General Secretary and the
union have been effectively dismissed from mainstream industrial discourse. The historical
interpretation herein suggests that this dismissal had less to do with Norm Gallagher and the
BLF, than with the inexorable processes of "Accordist politics".6
Because of the intensive politicisation of the material and symbolic facets of the union it would
be disingenuous to suggest that events could be re-examined without utilising normative criteria
in the analysis.7 The crime (discussed below) for which N.L. Gallagher was deemed guilty in
a court of law is not condoned. However, when placed in context, it is concluded that the
"crime" casts a very faint shadow over a thi1ty-one year career. This is particularly the case
when Gallagher's career is directly correlated to the most dramatic qualitative increase in the
working lives of those workers for whom he was responsible as a union official. In a very
literal sense, builders labourers play a major role in creating the foundations of our material
habitat. N.L. Gallagher devoted his life, unarguably in a flamboyant arid sometimes self
serving manner, to reducing the pain and enhancing the dignity of those who pour the concrete.
It is hypothesised that both Norm Gallagher and the BLF were socially constructed as the bete
noire by and for those constrncting the new corporatist, consensus, "Accordist politics". This
was done so that neither the individual nor the union would receive a sympathetic treatment
from those on either the left or right of the political spectrum. However, given even the most
minimal degree of intellectual empathy, it must be, and is concluded that the BLF was not
deregistered because the union violated either the spirit or the content of the law which existed
within the industrial arena. Nor was there any over-riding concern that the union movement
needed to be separated from Gallagher who was found guilty and punished for criminal
offences (the same offences for which some employers were not charged at all; or no
conviction shown for those few who were charged and also found guilty). The union was
deregistered because its members continued to act independently outside the authoritarian
framework of the Accord.
Karl Marx and Frederick von Hayek (as different ideologically and politically as two
individuals can be) successively pointed out that theories in the social sciences are concerned
with elucidating the deep structural mechanisms which constitute the framework within which
individual events take place. 8 Treating that proposition seriously, it is argued that the
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individual event of deregistration, and the correlative arguments surrounding that
deregistration, were superficial phenomena. The BLF was deregistered because it continued to
criticise, and to act independently and in a most belligerent manner, outside the corporatist,
authoritarian framework of the Prices and Incomes Accord. The union's struggle for higher
wages, shorter working hours, and better working conditions, was defined by mainstream
unions, managers and government officials as outside the parameters of the ALP-ACTU
Accord. In Australia, "Accordist politics" has unashamedly been focused upon reducing real
wages, preventing a further reduction of the working week, and the intensification of labour.
Gallagher simply refused to accept a model of that type as workable for the membership of the
BLF. The fact that Gallagher was regularly re-elected to office until 1991, by three-fourths or
more of the total vote, provides some indication that the membership of the BLF agreed with
his position.
While not presuming to possess the "truth", we insist that there is much more to the tale told
with sound and fury by those controlling the ideological agenda, than has been accepted as
conventional wisdom. There is undoubtedly an epistemic opportunity cost, since any theory
can only be a partial lens through which we see the world. It is to be expected that in
committing oneself to a single theory, one is bound to end up omitting other important features.
This constitutes part of the cost of commitment to the theory in question, 9 a commitment in this

instance, it is concluded, which has been validated.
Gallagher: Personification of Labour

Like his father before him, Norm Gallagher, born on 20 September, 1931, became a builders
labourer. Not very enamoured with the disciplinary effects of the cane, and having been
expelled from Collingwood's St. Joseph's School at 13, he first began work in a shoe factory.
At age 14 he transferred to the Victoria Markets, where he worked six days per week, starting
at 3:30 a.m. loading vegetables. Two years later in 1948, he was elected, at 16 years of age, to
the union executive of the Builders Labourers' Federation. In 1961, when he was 30 and
having already spent half of his life as a builders labourer, Gallagher became General Secretary
of the union. He would hold the position for the next half of his life, until 1992. 10
Norm Gallagher first came to the attention of the police in 1971 when he was found guilty of
assaulting the son of a building contractor. The contractor wanted to build a warehouse on land
the Carlton community needed for recreational purposes. The Carlton Association had
requested union support and Gallagher agreed that the "present struggle is one in which the
people of the area are fighting for greater control over the environment in which they live". 11
For his offence he was sentenced to 14 days jail.
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Although he had strong ties with, and feelings for, the community in which he lived, he
refused to allow it to interfere directly with his responsibilities as a union official. In this way,
he separated his interest in conservation from his counterpart in Sydney, Jack Mundey,
secretary of the BLF New South Wales branch, most well-known for the "Green Bans".
According to Gallagher: "Mundey is every crackpot pressure group's Man Friday_ ....
overzealous ....and is defeating the cause by going to extremes in holding up three billion
dollars of construction work".12 Mundey of course, had his opinions about Gallagher's style
and verbally reciprocated on numerous occasions. Gallagher's separation of unionism into a
compartment suggests that his politics were largely instrumental, concerned with little more
than wages, hours, and working conditions. Because of this, his oft-quoted Maoist
pronouncements, revolutionary rhetoric and self-styled antagonism towards the State were
spurious. Norm Gallagher saw his function as a union official to be an operative within the
constraints of capitalism, not in opposition to it. Mundey was more ingenious in portraying
unionism as working class institutions in opposition to capitalism as an exploitative social
formation.
In 1974 due to the industrial and conservationist efforts of both Gallagher and Mundey, the
Builders Labourers' Federation with its 35,000 members, became the first union to be
deregistered by a Full Bench of the Australian Industrial Court since the Building Workers
Industrial Union received similar treatment in 1948. In response to the Court's decision,
members of the BLF present in court set off hooters, burst balloons, and threw paper-mache
ball-and-chains at the Bench. This was symbolic of the fact that over the previous decade,
Gallagher had turned a roughcut organisation into what the Australian Financial Review
described as "the country's most colourful union" 13. The members were not about to lose their
reputation.
As it turned out, deregistration had little if any effect. This was largely because the rest of the
union movement refused to poach BLF members, allowing them to get on with their business
as usual. With very little fanfare and the realisation that nothing substantially had been
achieved, the union was re-registered in 1977.
By the late 1970s, members of the BLF, under Gallagher's tutelage, had perfected one of the
most powerful weapons in industrial disputation - the broken concrete pour (known popularly
as "Concretus interruptus"). This involved BLF workers spraying half of the necessary
concrete into a foundation hole on a building site and then taking a break. This meant that the
manager of the site had approximately 30 minutes to agree to improvements in the site
agreement. Beyond this time the poured concrete would have set and more could not be added.
If the concrete set, it would then be necessary to break it up, trash it, and start all over again.
Most managers were able, through rapid cost-benefit analysis, to see the sense in bettering the
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wages, hours and working conditions of the BLF membership. By the 1980s, the simple
threat alone of "Concretus interruptus" was sufficient to provide for a large number of
agreements favourable to the union. This tactic, along with Gallagher's unremitting desire to
join any battle which contributed to what he defined as an ever-continuing class war, gained
him an intense allegiance from his members. Responding to a question, as to which clubs he
belonged, for his 1980 entry in Australia's "Who's Who", Gallagher answered "the working
class, the biggest club of all". 14 For his twelve-hour working days, Gallagher received $400
per week. This was equal to the rigger's award plus an organiser's allowance and gave him the
privilege of being the lowest paid union secretary in Australia. 15 Pay increases for officials
were permitted only when the membership of the BLF received a wage increase.
Before Gallagher's tenure, BLF workers usually ate their cut-lunches sitting on a concrete bag,
had to carry out their toilet and ablution requirements in a comer on the building site, and
worked without a break rain or shine. Following Gallagher's election as national secretary
members fought for and received hot lunches, sheds for tea breaks, dunnies, shorter working
hours, improved wages relative to professional tradespeople, provision of protective clothing,
boots and jackets, a travel allowance, portable superannuation and sick pay, enforced workers
compensation benefits and holiday pay. For a $20 joining fee and $62 for six months, the BLF
member received everything from free legal advice to flowers and fruit when injured. In other
words, workers on building sites came to be treated for the first time in the history of the
union, with a modicum of decency and respect by managers, a fact that was well-noted by the
membership at election time. As discussed below, the union was deregistered in 1986 both as
a national union and in the states of New South Wales and Victoria and the A.C.T. From this
point the membership declined rapidly and Gallagher lost control of the political and industrial
direction of the union.
Following the legislative extension of the original 1986 five-year deregistration by the Federal
Government in 1991 for another five years, BLF unionist allegiances split between those who
saw the necessity of a slow merger with the Building Workers' Industrial Union (BWIU) to
save the semblance of the BLF as a construction division in the larger grouping, and those who
agreed with Gallagher to oppose making any deals with either the State or Federal
Governments, or other unions. The struggle between the two internal factions was short
(about seven months) but very nasty, including a large number of violent confrontations
between members.
The last official union office of Norm Gallagher was the small Room 12, in Victorian Trades
Hall on Lygon Street, Melbourne which he inhabited in 1992. He had moved to this office
after losing to John Cummins in the election for the position of Victorian State Secretary. The
national office, entered from a difficult-to-find alley-way, had a blue and white sign identifying
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the new place of business of the General Secretary. The office was no longer "colourful", and
the national union, soon to be completely destroyed, no longer amounted to much. The
"General's" army had been reduced to himself and his daughter Sharon, who did the books.
Bars had been placed on the windows and wire mesh on the door to prevent members of his
own union from raiding his files.
The lead-up to his final industrial demise occurred in 1990 when Gallagher made the first of
two serious mistakes. The first mistake was tying the union to Troubleshooters Inc. The
second was to call the police to investigate his own members. The mistakes let other unionists
as well as his own members down because they violated unwritten, but substantial moral codes
which every dedicated unionist takes as given.
It has been suggested that Gallagher's actions in these instances were exacerbated by his
declining health, legal pressures, and by the collapse, from 1989 onwards, in non-residential
building construction in Australia, particularly in Victoria. In 1991/92, Victoria experienced one
of the worst results nationally with a 32 per cent decline in construction activity.16 This had
caused a number of internal union disputes over strategic and tactical manoeuvres regarding the
future direction of the union. The membership was split into a variety of factions. The anti
Gallagher faction in the union saw the above as reasons for his actions, but not excuses for
what they saw as outrageous behaviour.
The first strategic mistake was due to his antagonism towards the BWIU organisation and its
officials. Gallagher signed a deal with Troubleshooters Inc. to provide non-award ("body
hire") labour to sub-contractors. It was done to prevent the BWIU from signing up BLF
members. This occurred at a time when Troubleshooters was seen by most in the trade union
movement as an organisation of union-busters and scabs, whose sole aim was to destroy the
conditions which had been won over the years by building unions. The deal backfired badly
on Gallagher and Troubleshooters Inc. itself backed out of the agreement.
The second grievous tactical mistake was in 1991, when Gallagher called the police against his
own branch officials. The officials had confiscated boxes of union material from Gallagher's
office in Trade's Hall and carried it to their Victorian branch office. In angry retribution for
bringing in the police to settle an internal dispute, members of the Victorian branch
subsequently accused Gallagher of misappropriation of funds and gross misbehaviour before
the Federal Council. The Federal Council removed him from the position of Federal Secretary,
naming Ron Owens from Adelaide, as his replacement. Gallagher proceeded to the High Court
to seek an injunction to prevent the Federal Council from carrying out this action and lost. 17
For all of Gallagher's rhetoric regarding class and politics, this action suggest that his view of
the State was completely instrumental in that it could be turned against his opponents, as others
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had used it against him. Either the action shows an ignorance of the type of class politics he
espoused, or a desperate and confused attempt to cling to power.
In April, 1992, Gallagher angrily made public a letter that one of his strongest organisers and
. supporters had written to him. The letter shows continuing respect for the General Secretary,
but combined with frustration at the direction of the BLF. To Gallagher, it showed betrayal!
Extracts taken from the letter written by John Cummins read:
"Dear Norm,
I've been proud to be associated with you and the BLF. Without doubt you've been
primarily responsible for putting the BLF on the map, securing building industry
conditions and trailblazing a new form of trade unionism in this country .... But
Norm, times change. That BLF light on the hill has dimmed in terms of it being an
achievable goal for builders labourers. This reality is reflected in the recent and current
state of renewals, attendances at branch meetings, etc ....It is for these reasons that I
think we need to redefine our aim . . . . (and) open up another front - albeit a
negotiating front with the BWIU. If we acknowledge the limited future of the BLF
then we're also acknowledging that the future of builders labourers must be in the
BWIU. That's the harsh reality. And we either fight for a satisfactory accommodation
or try to lock them into a contest .... I don't think you really agree. It doesn't bother
me that you have a dfferent view albeit that defies reality. My concern is that you are
plotting and scheming and playing games. I suspect that is because you can't
distinguish the future of the builders labourers without you ....But in looking to the
future we can't clutch unnecessarily onto the past .... "
Fraternally,
'CUMMO'
By 1992, the Gallagher era had ended and the curtain was coming down on the BLF as an
institution as well. In May, 1992, the office in Trades Hall was taken away by the new acting
General Secretary, Ron Owens. Norm Gallagher, used to putting in long working days for the
members, no longer had a place of employment. And like Shelley's Ozymandias: "Nothing
beside remained, Round the decay ..."
The Builders Labourers' Federation (BLF)18
Although some of the Branches of the union date back to the mid-1800s, the national BLF was
formed on 8th September, 1910, and registered under the Commonwealth Act on 23rd
January, 1911. The building trades unions were among the first in the world to win the 8-hour
day, which occurred in 1856 in Victoria.19 In 1915 the BLF won the first 44-hour working
week case, somewhat ironically, with the competent legal assistance of a young man named
R.G.Menzies. This original stmggle for shorter working hours established a tradition which
carried forward to the 35-hour campaign in the 1980s. But this time the fight for shorter
working hours was to become a major factor in the union's final demise. As indicated above,
the union was first deregistered in 1974. From the time the union was re-registered in 1977
until 1986, efforts to hobble, or otherwise cripple, the BLF in Australia preoccupied
governments, employers, and interestingly enough, a number of other union representatives.20
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Even following re-registration in 1977, the BLF executive consistently adopted a strategy of
contempt for the Government, the Australian Conciliation and Arbitration Commission
(ACAC), the ACTU, employers, and a number of other unions. While the largest union in the
industry, the BWIU, operated within the institutional framework to achieve a national paid rates
award through signed agreements, the BLF, remaining true to Gallagher's philosophy, fought
for those gains on the job. By 1981, the Federal Liberal-National Coalition Government and
organisations of major national contractors, including the National Industrial Construction
Council (NICC) and the Master Builders Association (MBA), were in agreement that the
General Secretary of the BLF, Norm Gallagher, and the union had to go. 21 Industrial
Relations Minister Peacock announced on 17 February, that the government would seek
another deregistration of the BLF. In response, the BLF announced that when the day of
deregistration arrived, the union would begin a campaign for a 35-hour week.
Upon gaining the support of NICC and the MBA, Peacock made it clear that the Federal
Government would withhold contracts from any company which continued to deal with the
BLF after deregistration. Following this premature attempt to increase the pressure, Peacock
resigned from the Ministry in mid-April. Following the Minister's resignation, deregistration
was put on hold even though it was suggested in the media at the time that Prime Minister
Fraser was displeased with the slowness of deregistration proceedings. The support from
business groups was lukewarm to say the least, and the state governments of Queensland and
Tasmania rejected outright the provision of any support. 22 To add to a situation becoming
administratively messy, on August 20, 1981, both the Federal and Victoran Liberal
Governments announced a joint Royal Commission into the BLF, and then launched the
deregistration application on 25 September with 488 allegations. The allegations included
threatening behaviour, harassment and violence, undermining the Arbitration Commission,
djsrupting the building of defence force facilities, and banning the construction and demolition
of buildings for reasons other than improving conditions. 23 Members of the Royal
Commission had to meet in camera (losing much of the Commission's publicity value), so as
not to prejudice deregulation proceedings in Federal Court. Battle lines had been drawn, but
the actual goal to be accomplished seemed increasingly elusive.
On 28 October, 1981, on the eve of a national stopwork by building workers over shorter
working hours, the BLF executive made a significant breakthrough by signing a deal with the
Grollo building group in Melbourne for a 38-hour week. The deal was to become effective 1
July, 1982; with a nine-day fortnight to follow effective 1 July, 1983. 24 Buoyed by victories
on the ground, Gallagher, in a letter to Commissioner Winneke which he read out in the
Commission, adamantly refused to participate in the hearings. 25
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The Royal Commission was having difficulties with other unions as well. The Secretary of the
BWIU, Pat Clancy, under direction of the union's Federal Executive refused to give evidence
before the Commission, as did George Crawford, General Secretary of the Plumbers and
Gasfitters Union. As Clancy put it: "While the BWIU has had and still has differences with
sections of the leadership of the BLF, we believe such differences should be resolved within
the trade union movement".26
establishment of the Accord).

(The BWIU view was to shift 180 degrees following the

An editorial in the Melbourne Age on 24 April, 1982 clarified the situation: "Deregulation
proceedings will only be effective if the other building unions are prepared to move in on what
is now BLF territory and sign up its workers". It was evident that this was exactly what they
were not willing to do. In April, Gallagher and eight other BLF members were fined $500
each for contempt of the Royal Commission for refusing to answer questions.27
In May, 1982 upon completion of Commission proceedings, Royal Commissioner John
Winneke described the BLF as a "lawless organisation" and recommended that criminal charges
be considered against a number of BLF officials.28 Among those whom charges were
recommended was Norman L. Gallagher, for the offence of corruptly receiving valuable
considerations. Winneke also made extensive findings against companies and individuals who
had provided these same valuable considerations (The reader should note that under the Crimes
Act, it is an offence, with little distinction, to either give or receive these "valuable
considerations"). Gallagher was tried, convicted and sentenced to four years in prison. 29 The
specific "crime" he was alleged to have committed was that he had accepted materials, and
work, equivalent to $150,000 on two beach houses at McLaughlin's Beach, 200 kilometres
from Melbourne, owned by himself and his son. 30
The "establishment" builders (primarily members of the Master Builders Association) which
had been named by the Royal Commission were never pursued. However, non-MBA
"entrepreneurial" builders, George Herscu, Maurice Alter and Rino and Bruno Grollo were
pursued.3 1 They ultimately pleaded guilty to giving Gallagher and another official a total of
117 corrupt secret commissions. Each of them was fined a total of $29,000 and put on $5,000
good behaviour bonds. The court was immediately and purposefully adjourned without
recording a conviction. This made it impossible for the prosecution to attempt an appeal against
the leniency of the sentence. 32
In May, Gallagher was again charged and found guilty of criminal contempt for placing bans
on building sites run by the Keast company after its chairman of directors had participated in
the deregistration proceedings. He was sentenced to two months' jail and fined $15,000,
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which he immediately appealed. Two weeks later, he won his appeal against the jail sentence
in Federal Court. Gloating at a press conference, he spoke on the front steps of his office:
"I'm very happy to the rank and file of the Union who has shown such fine
support for the Officials of the Union and I believe that by their action in
demonstrating in walking off jobs ....I believe that that has been the main
reason for the court changing its mind". 33
Based on the speech as reported in the media, the Federal Government brought further action
for contempt of court on the basis of insulting the court during the press conference for
"inducing a lack of confidence in the ordered and fearless administration of justice". In
November, he was found guilty of this charge and sentenced to three months jail. Asked by
the press for a response to the verdict, Gallagher responded by announcing a national BLF
push for the 36-hour working week.34 Having lost his appeal he was jailed for contempt one
week before the historic ALP-ACTU Prices and Incomes Accord was to be announced. While
thousands of BLF members walked off the job, most union leaders either declined or were
unavailable for comment, preferring to focus on the historic agreement with the Labor Paity.
In 1983, the newly-elected Labor Government sought an adjournment of de-registration
proceedings in the "interest of putting in place a reform programme to resolve the chronic level
of industrial disputation in the industry." By this time the case had cost the taxpayers $1.8
million, with a further $304,000 budgeted by the Commonwealth to pay for half the legal cost
incurred by employers.35
During the election campaign, the ACTU had strongly discouraged any action which could
have been interpreted as opposition to the prices-incomes policy. Following the election, the
President of the ACTU, Cliff Dolan, warned the BLF against taking unilateral action outside
the Accord. He specifically requested the BLF to immediately end the shorter hours campaign "the first priority of the trade union movement is getting unemployment down".36 Prime
Minister Hawke continued the line by directing remarks at "recalcitrant unions" whom he
warned against violating either the principles of the Accord Agreement or the Economic Summit
which was to be held shortly37 . From Cellblock F of Pentridge Prison, Gallagher announced
that both the Accord and the Summit were a "con of the Australian working class". 38 The new
Minister of Employment and Industrial Relations, Ralph Willis reminded unionists that "the
ACTU role (under the Accord) is quite crucial ....in policing its own unions". 39
Gallagher was released from prison in time to attend the Economic Summit (at which he was
"gagged" by the ACTU), after having served 52 days of his sentence. On the day of his
release, the Prime Minister, leaving little room for confusion, said, "there is no room for selfish
claims from maverick sections of the trade union movement", and that he "strongly backed
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employers in their fight against union claims for shorter hours and higher wages outside
Accord principles".4° Following six months of relative quiet on the industrial front and an
agreement between the BLF and the Victorian Trades Hall to "keep the peace", the Federal
Government cautiously withdrew from the deregistration case in December, 1983.
In the first post-Accord decision in 1983, the Australian Conciliation and Arbitration
Commission introduced full wage indexation, which incorporated a "no extra claims" clause.
Based on this clause the Commission proceeded to reject an application by both building
employers and unions for approval of a joint agreement called the Building Industry Recovery
Procedures Allowance (BIRP). The agreement allowed for a payment of $9 per week into a
redundancy fund by employers. Immediately following the Commission's rejection of the
agreement, the BLF put employers on notice that irrespective of the Commission's decision the
employers had very limited time to find an alternative way of delivering the $9. In early 1984,
the BLF commenced a militant national campaign insisting upon immediate payment of the
BIRP allowance. The campaign was suspended only after the ACTU intervened with a
proposal to replace BIRP with a national superannuation scheme. With BLF threats hanging in
the air, the employer organisations agreed, in unseemly haste, to set up the Building Unions
Superannuation Scheme (BUSS). Contributions by employers would be equal to $9 per week
per member from July 1, 1984. The BLF had once again proved to all, in a most open and
calculatedly arrogant manner, that it was leading the fight for workers in the construction
industry. It remained an unpublicised fact that officials of both the ACTU and other building
unions were left somewhat awed at the results of BLF industrial power.41
News commentator, Max Walsh, summed up the situation presciently:
"I very much doubt whether the superannuation negotiations would have got to the
stage they have without the militancy of the BLF ....The BLF in its typical fashion is
most concerned about looking after what it perceives to be the interests of its members
... . Hawke and company know that they're going to have to crush the BLF,
otherwise it will precipitate other domino effects .... (for) the preservation of the
Hawke Government (they) decided the BLF has to go, and I'm absolutely certain,
frankly, that's what they've decided".42
With very little respite after the BUSS victory, the BLF turned its attention to a national
campaign for the 36 hour week. This campaign, on top of everything else, seriously threatened
to unravel the Accord. Alarm bells started to ring in both inner sanctums of the ALP and the
ACTU. It was at this point that both the government and the ACTU began a concerted
campaign to mythologise the BLF specifically and the construction industry generally, as the
bete noire of those serious rationalists who were attempting to reconstruct Australia.
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In May, 1985, the ACTU expressed strong criticism of the BLF's continued "anarchic activity
on building sites" and informed workers through the Victorian Trades Hall Council that picket
lines of the BLF should not be observed.43 New South Wales Premier Neville Wran accused
the BLF of insanity, thuggery and blackmail. He and a number of New South Wales unions
called on the Prime Minister and the ACTU to in:unediately outlaw the union. According to
Premier Wran, "unless a stand is taken with the BLF ... .Australia can look forward in the
years to come to a stop-start, high-cost and uncompetitive building construction industry".44
A further example where the data speaks for itself, suggests that whether or not a union was in
oppositon to "Accord" politics meant much more than its industrial disputation record. In
1983, Minister Willis said (following the Prime Minister's speech in support for the building
employers fight against shorter hours cited above) that "the Federal Government's economic
policy would have to be reshaped away from the building industry unless the absolutely
appalling industrial situation improved". He warned a meeting of building unions that the
industrial record of the industry could not be condoned and would not be tolerated.45 Yet the
facts available to the Minister when he made this speech were as follows:
Working Days Lost per 1,000 Employees by Industry:
Annual Average 1973-81 Inclusive
9,520
Mining (Coal)
3,057
Mining (Other)
1,918
Manufacturing (Metal Products)
943
Manufacturing (Other)
4,275
Transport (Stevedoring)
702
Transport (Other)
1,214
Construction
Source: ABS Catalogue No. 6322.0. The data was also noted in the submission of the Master
Builders Association to the National Economic Summit Conference, April, 1983, p. 24.
While essential to get public support for the isolation of this black hole of anarchy, the modus
operandi of mythologising was evident to many industrial commentators:
"The Hawke Government has become a jailer for unions which dare to buck the
Accord's consensus and the ACTU has become an industrial police force. Although the
BLF's actions have not been very much out of the ordinary, the BLF's crime has been
to brazenly challenge the restrictions of the ALP-ACTU prices and incomes accord.
The building industry is tough. Safety standards have been historically appalling. But
there is no doubt that building and construction has become the industrial relations pace
setter".46
The Chairman of the Victorian Bar Council, Stephen Charles, QC, was quoted in the
"Melbourne Age" arguing that:
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"....the BLF was sophisticated, well-organised and astute. Violence or militancy
were not responsible for its industrial success. The employer oppositon is generally
self-interested, divided, disorganised, often stupid and much of it weak-willed ....
many try to curry favour with the BLF and its leaders. In the 1950s, builders'
labourers had the worst conditions in the building industry. No one looks down on
them now".47
Mr.Clyde Cameron, former Labor Government Minister, interviewed by Michael Schildberger
on radio 3LO in Melbourne said:
" ....(The Prime Minister) talks all the time to union officials. He's never worked in
industry and neither has Ralph Willis. Gallagher, however, understands rank and file
psychology. He's a folk hero. They idolize him .. ..I remember once calling at a
job at Westlakes where builders labourers were pouring a foundation for a house, and I
said, 'what do you think about Norm Gallagher's beach house?' and do you know
what they said? 'Good luck to him. If he stays there long enough, we'll all have the
same kind of houses as the bosses live in".48
In July, 1985, Gallagher was found guilty by a jury of accepting secret commissions. Not one
shred of evidence was ever provided that he made any agreements which worsened wages,
hours or working conditions of the BLF membership .94 In August, following Gallagher's
conviction, other building industry unions drew up plans to take over the BLF membership
when deregistration took place.50
On August 22, 1985, Minister Willis brought the Building Industry Bill into Federal Parliament
asking the ACAC to consider the behaviour of the BLF and allow the Government to deregister
if the Commission found that the union engaged in serious industrial misconduct. The ACTU
gave its imprimatur to the Bill, arguing that if poaching of BLF membership occurs, "the
circumstances have been created by the activities of the BLF". On 30 August, Gallagher was
re-elected as State Secretary with 72 per cent of the membership's vote.51
On 7 October, the Full Bench of the Supreme Court quashed Gallagher's conviction, granted
bail and he was cited for a new trial. Upon his release, Gallagher was quoted as saying
"employers will pay and this will be Hawke's downfall. In a very short time building workers
will be on a 35-hour week".52 In September, Gallagher was once again in a re-trial, found
guilty in County Court for accepting commissions and sentenced to 18 months jail. He was
released one month later for good behaviour, which included the four and one-half months
previously spent in prison.35
Minister Willis responded that the "Government no longer had any option but to destroy the
BLF because of its continuing outrageous behaviour".54 On November 17, the BLF called for
national strikes to win the 35-hour week and destroy the Accord. On November 25, the ACTU
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gave the go-ahead for deregistration. Given the ACTU nod, building employers began sacking
and standing down builders labourers who refused to lift the 35-hour work bans.55
On April 4, the ACAC, with Justices Ludeke, Alley and Maher presiding, responded to the
Government's request:
" ....the BLF has rejected the standards of behaviour accepted by most trade unions
in Australia ....Instead of a rational policy designed to advance the interests of its
members, the federal management committee is addicted to slogans ....leading the
rank and file from one disaster to the next . . . . The case against the BLF is
overwhelming. We are satisfied that the evidence justifies the making of a declaration
pursuant to s.4(1) of the Building Industry Act 1985 and we have made that
declaration".56
On 8 April, 1986, Minister Willis introduced the Builders Labourers' Federation (Cancellation
of Registration) Bill of 1986. One week later, police were sent to major construction sites in
Victoria and New South Wales, refusing BLF officials right of entry. Following deregistration
in April, 1986, the membership of the BLF was depleted rapidly, declining from about 40,000
in April, to 10,000 in July, 1987 .57 The union, as a national organisation, was finished
although Gallagher was yet (as his response to the letter from John Cummins showed) to admit
it.
The 1986 BLF deregistration was extended by the Government for an additional five years in
April, 1991. 58 The Federal Labor Government passed the BLF Legislation Amendment Bill
extending the deregistration until 1996 in order to keep the union out of the industrial arena,
and to establish a push for amalgamation between the old BLF and the BWIU. The BWIU was
then in the process, through a series of other amalgamations, of becoming the Construction,
Forestry, Mining and Energy Union (CFMEU). Looking back historically on the "lone and
level sands" one ex-official of the BLF summarised the end result, as a "wrong-headed and
selfish leadership . ... which assisted unscrupulous building employers to score a major
victory against workers and their trade union".59
In 1986 a watershed occurred in Accord politics.60 The deregistration was coterminous with a
number of other major changes in labour relations. These changes included: the end of wage
indexation and comparative wage justice;6 1 the beginning of an extensive plan for reform of the
building and construction industry; 62 a increasing utilisation of the secondary boycott sections
of the Trade Practices Act (sections 45D & E) by employers as well as the use of civil and
criminal action against unions and union officials; 63 the quiescence of militant left unions,
particularly in Victoria; and the initiation of a national tripartite process leading towards
"enterprise bargaining".64
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The Government capped it in 1991 with legislation to extend the deregistration until 1996. In
February, 1993, a draft merger agreement between the BLF and the CFMEU was made public.
Agreement was reached to amalgamate in four years time based on the endorsement of the
members of those unions. After 12 months, a legal federation is to be established which would
operated for three years until complete amalgamation. Negotiations and restructuring continue.
Conclusion
In summary, analysis of the rise and fall of the Builders Labourers' Federation under the
stewardship of N.L. Gallagher, leads to five conclusions. First, Norm L. Gallagher was
responsible during his thirty years, as both National Secretary and State Secretary of Victoria,
for advancing the comparative wages, hours and working conditions of BLF membership.
Second, Gallagher did receive commissions from builders in the industry and commit offences
under the Crimes Act. However, these offences had nothing whatsoever to do with agreements
which would have reduced the wages, hours or working conditions of the membership of the
BLF. Company directors in the industry, who pleaded guilty to similar offences had no
conviction recorded and were subject only to a $5,000 good-behaviour bond.
Third, Gallagher's political and industrial philosophy which he followed in "a struggle for the
working class" was rejected by those in the industrial, economic and political mainstream of
Australian life. However, there is no doubt, for which he was given grudging respect by many
in that same mainstream, that his strategy and tactics worked for most of his tenure.
Fourth, little evidence was provided by the Government or the Australian Conciliation and
Arbitration Commission, except that which was rhetorical, which suggested that during the
1970s or 1980s the BLF was more industrially militant than other unions operating
contiguously. The pursuit of deregistration by the Government was not because the union
"engaged in serious industrial misconduct". The BLF was deregistered because the union
continued to do what it had always done, i.e., operate on its own, largely as a maverick. What
had changed in 1986 was not the BLF. What had changed was the new ALP-ACTU nexus. A
new Labor Government, with the ACTU acting as a corporate watchdog, operated with what
agents in the ALP and ACTU saw as a national mandate to manage a faltering capitalism more
efficiently and responsibly than the Liberal-National Coalition. In this scenario, mavericks
were a serious embarassment.
Fifth, the ultimate key to the demise of the BLF lies not in the courts, industrial legislation,
ACTU policy, or in parliament. It is found in the fact that most of the the trade union
movement refused to provide support. Deregistration proceedings were only effective because
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other building unions were prepared to move in on what had been BLF territory and sign up its
members.
Officials and members of the BLF paid the ultimate price for daring to continue to fight and
bargain on the job as they had done before the Accord. The mavericks were cut out of the
herd. They had dared to destabilise an Australian capitalist social formation - one which was
very fragile at the time.
"But even were the trumpet in Fidelio to sound, liberated humanity on the top floor of
the skyscraper in which it lived would have to be mindful of all the humiliated,
sorrowing storeys beneath, which support that top storey. The lowest cellar - the
foundation of the entire building where on the topmost storey we may hear a Mozart
concerto or view a picture by Rembrandt - is the dwelling of animal suffering, where
flows the blood of the slaughterhouses."65
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The Building Trades Association of Western Australia - A
Resource
Jennifer Harrison*

This paper summarises a longer research project completed in 1992 as part of a Master of
Industrial Relations Course at the University of Western Australia.
A copy of the full paper, and the resources referred to (hereinafter referred to as "BTA
Resource") are held in the Battye Library of Western Australian History.
Introduction
The Building Trades Association (BTA) is the "instrument and voice" of the collective of
building trades unions in Western Australia. It was originally formed to make more effective
use of the limited resources of the building unions and to provide better and more efficient
services to members of the building unions. Indeed, Bob Bryant (taped interview) argues that
when the building unions were solidly united on an issue, they were ultimately successful,
even though the goal may have taken some time to achieve.
Union membership of the BTA has changed since its inception as an organisation registered
with the Western Australian Industrial Relations Commission (WAIRC) in 1957. However,
the aims of the organisation have not changed since that date.
The following overview seeks to paint a broad picture of the resources relating to the BTA.
This includes information relevant to an understanding of its membership and operation, a
summary of some of the themes embodied in the BTA Minute books and correspondence and
files still held by the BTA unions, and official BTA details held on file by the WAIRC.
Information is also based on two taped interviews with ex-BTA officer holders, Ray Clohessy
(office holder from 1957 to 1977) and Bob Bryant (office holder from 1978 to 1989).

* Jennifer Harrison is the Industrial Officer for the Operative Painters & Decorators Union.
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Unfortunately, the majority of the minute books relevant to the period covered (1957-1992)
were destroyed in a fire at the BLF offices, Henley House, in 1987.
At the outset, it is important to recognise that the Association, as a registered organisation, is
unique in Australia. Only in Western Australia have the building unions been able to reach a
consensus to go down the path of registration and work together in a united fashion, for a
lengthy and ongoing period. This is not to say, however, that the Association has not had its
internal difficulties. Some of these problems will be highlighted where relevant.
Origins of the BTA
This paper concentrates on the BTA since 1957, when it was registered as an Association with
the Western Australian Industrial Relations Commission under the WA Industrial Relations Act
1979 (as amended). However, Ray Clohessy (taped interview) identifies 1957 as the year
when the then building trades unions came together as a significant, cohesive group acting in a
united fashion. It was in this year that an enquiry was commissioned by the State Government
into the stability of the building industry. The issue concerned "sugar bag" tradespeople who
were not properly trained but represented themselves as reputable and skilled tradespeople.
The other issue examined was the registration of builders. The enquiry galvanised the building
trades unions into joint submissions and action over the issues.
Membership of the BTA
In 1957, the year of its registration, the BTA was composed of eight State building and
construction unions. It came together almost as a matter of course as the building unions had
worked as an organised and effective association for some time. Registration also followed the
consolidation of each of the building union's regional branches which, until their
amalgamation, fragmented the unions geographically.
The "BTA Resource" indicates the changing membership of the organisation from 1957 to
1992. This information was compiled from WAIRC Union files, information from Minute
Books, and discussions with former BT A officers. Some information comes from the BT A
Award and Information Booklets (1974-1983).
The eight member unions of the BTA in 1957 were the WA Amalgamated Society of
Carpenters and Joiners Industrial Union of Workers (ASC & J); the West Australian Fibrous
Plasterers Industrial Union of Workers (FPIU); the Federated Brick, Tile and Potteries
Industrial Union of Australia (Westralian Branch Union of Workers) (BTPU); the Western
Australian Society of Operative Plasterers, Industrial Union of Workers (OPIU); the Operative
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Painters and Decorators Industrial Union for Workers, Perth (OPDU); the West Australian
Plumbers and Sheet Metal Workers Industrial Union of Workers (P&SWU); the Operative
Bricklayers and Rubble Wallers Industrial Union of Workers, Perth, WA (B&RWU); the
Builders Labourers Union of Workers of Perth, Western Australia (BLU).
In 1992, there were five building and construction unions which formed the BTA, some of
whom are amalgamated with unions which formed the original eight unions. They were the
Australian Builders Labourers Federation (BLF); the Construction, Mining, Forestry and
Energy Workers Union (CMFEU); The Operative Painters & Decorators Union (OPDU); the
Plumbers and Gasfitters Employees Union (PGEU) and the Operative Plasterers and Plaster
Workers Federation (OP&PWF).
All of the current BTA unions are registered as Federal Unions, that is they are State branches
of their respective Federal Unions, except in the case of the ABLF whose Federal Union was
deregistered in 1987. In some cases they have adopted the nomenclature of their Federal
counterparts: for example, the Construction, Forestry, Mining and Energy Workers Union
(CFMEU) formerly the Building Workers Industrial Union (BWIU), formerly the WA Society
of Carpenters and Joiners (ASC&J).
Reasons for Amalgamation
There are several reasons which explain the move in the building industry towards fewer
unions. The initial rationalisation of unions was because of technological changes to the nature
of work performed by building and construction workers and also as a response to
amalgamations occurring at the federal level by the unions federally registered counterparts. In
more recent times the move has been clearly precipitated by the ACTU push for union
rationalisation across the board, with the ultimate goal of having only 20 industry based
unions. In the building industry the designated union is the CFMEU and it is anticipated that
all building unions, State and Federal, will be amalgamated into this one union by the year
2000 at the latest.
BTA Office Holders
The "BTA Resource" contains a list of BTA office holders derived from the WAIRC files
which register union office holders. Unfortunately, the BTA file is incomplete. However,
additional information has been obtained from the Minute Books and correspondence used in
order to complete this review, and from discussions with past and present BTA officials.
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In 1957, the President was Jim White (OPDU), the Secretary, Ray Clohessy (ASC&J), the
Vice-President Arthur Lee (OPPWF) and the Trustees William Walton, Francis French and
James Howard.
Over the years, such names as Tom Henley (ASC&J), Stan Mutton (PGEU), Herb Fletcher
(B&RWU), Tom Butler (OPDU), Ray Clohessy (ASC&J), Kevin Reynolds (ABLF), Gordon
Bourke (OPDU), Tom Henderson (BWIU), Bob Bryant (PGEU), Bill Ethell (CMEU), Fred
Smith (OPDU) and Ric Todd (CMEU) appear and reappear.
At the date of writing, office holders were Fred Smith (OPDU), the President, Kevin Reynolds
(BLF), the Secretary, Bill Ethell (CMEU), Vice-President and Ric Todd (CMEU) and Phil
Mitchell (PGEU), Trustees.
Roles and Activities of the BTA
The "BTA Resource" contains an overview of the role and the activities of the BTA between
1957 and 1992 but the summary is limited given the scarcity of written material from that
period. However, from reviewing the existing minute books and correspondence files, and
using the interviews from ex BTA officials, a picture can be drawn of the day to day activities
of the BTA and some recurrent themes can be identified. Accordingly, this section is divided
into ongoing and regular duties and main broad themes. The "BTA Resource" also gives
details of many "one off" issues, too numerous to mention in this summary.
Ongoing and regular duties of the BTA

..
•

..

credentialling BTA union officials and organisers to act on behalf of any of the affiliated
unions (when union specific issues arose the relevant union's organisers took over the
problem);
agreeing to pursue award amendments covering a wide variety of award matters. The most
frequent discussions and commission work revolved around wages, regular updating of
new and existing conditions, and coming to special agreements with the employers for over
award payments;
endorsing accounts for payment;

" receiving correspondence and recommending that letters be sent in response or that
meetings be arranged to deal with the issues raised;

"
"

..

monitoring training in the industry eg. apprenticeships;
agreeing on BTA representation on Boards and Associations related to the building and
construction industry;
co-ordinating wages campaigns, both state and federal;
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•

electing office bearers on an annual basis, and deciding on variations to dues and the
constitution of the BTA from time to time;

•

liaising with non BTA unions on issues affecting;

•

co-ordinating the work of the country representatives of the BTA. This involved extensive
decision making about representation and funding of the organiser/s in the north west and
how to co-ordinate general country visits;

•

monitoring the economic state of the building industry and taking appropriate action at both
State and Federal levels when deemed necessary;

•

co-ordinating the Building unions' input into the annual Labour Day march;

•

trying to agree to a formal process to deal with demarcation affecting the BTA unions;

"

initiating and co-ordinating campaigns when industrial rights were impinged upon;

• making submissions to the relevant government authorities on Occupational Health and
Safety issues;
• electing the Building Trades Group representative on the TLC;
• campaigning and lobbying to increase job opportunities during times of economic downturn
in the building industry;
• deputising a BTA representative to negotiate site agreements on behalf of all BTA unions
involved on a particular job;
• formulating a united BTA response to disputes as and when they arose.

Themes and issues arising in the BTA 1957 to 1992
BTA Finances
From time to time discussion and conflict arose over the percentage of contributions which
individual unions made to the running costs of the BTA and how monthly accounts brought to
the BTA meetings were to be allocated between the unions. In one case in particular, the
supposed high rate impost on the BTA unions was used as an excuse for the Builders
Labourers Federation to formally withdraw from the BTA. (See summary of minutes and
correspondence July and August 1971).
Member unions paid a subscription based on a per capita contribution per member (ten cents
per member in 1970 - BTA minutes 26th February 1970). Occasionally member unions
complained about the subscription rate, but it was never lowered.
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Another financial issue concerned division of contributions if special levies were made.
Sometimes unions argued that if they were not direct beneficiaries, they should not contribute
to the levy.
Ray Clohessy (taped interview) reports that initially each !11-ember union had three BTA
delegates, irrespective of numbers. During Bob Bryant's time, representation was according to
the proportion of members for which a union paid dues.
In more recent times, the BTA had not received dues from all of its affiliates, signalling that
particular unions are not happy with the structure and do not intend to operate formally as part
of the BTA. A decision of this nature was taken by the CMEU which decided not to contribute
BTA dues in 1990. although the BTA is not operational at the date of writing it is still an
official organisation for the purposes of the WAIRC, and building construction unions still
meet on an informal basis as and when necessary.

Disputation within BTA unions
Occasionally divisions arose within the BTA over inter and intra-union rivalry on issues such
as demarcations and factional splits. In each case, perusing the relevant minutes and
correspondence, it appears endeavours were made to resolve internal difficulties within the
confines of the BTA, and if necessary the BTA acted as a mediator or as a party to a dispute
resolution procedure in order to solve the problem. Bob Bryant suggested that this indicated a
fairly strong solidarity and was due to the fact that a forceful group of individuals held the BTA
together and overcame difficulties such as demarcation issues and internal disputes, so that the
BTA could survive and be strong enough to fight the real enemy - the employers.
Relationships with Federal and State Governments
The BTA clearly saw its major role being to influence Federal and State Government policies
which had either a direct or indirect impact on its membership. These policies included: what to
tell migrants about joining a building union when they entered the country; changing the
policies on housing loans eligibility in order that tradespeople would qualify for State Housing
Commission homes; negotiating worker levels in State Government Departments including the
Public Works Department (now Building Management Authority); training policies;
occupational health and safety legislation; and industrial entitlements such as portable long
service leave provisions. At times the lobbying was done as part of a national campaign and at
other times it was purely state-based.
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The minutes and correspondence reflect a closer working relationship with Labor Governments
than Conservative Governments. Indeed, meetings were arranged at times with Government
Ministers who were ex BTA employees (David Parker when he was Minister for Industrial
Relations in February 1984) or with ex union officials (Colin Jamieson when he was Minister
for Labour in July 1971). This yiew was endorsed by Bob Bryant. However, Ray Clohessy
suggests that during his time with the BTA, although it was easier to deal with Labor
Governments, both conservative and Labor Governments were difficult to deal with from time
to time, and progress was dependent on the issues being negotiated.
Personalities of the BTA
Mention has already been made of the strength of purpose of the individuals associated with the
BTA since its inception. Many of its office bearers went on to hold influential positions within
the building industry and in the political arena. Some notable political examples include former
BTA Industrial Officers such as Peter Cook, formerly Federal Minister for Industrial Relations
and now Minister for Trade; David Parker, former Deputy Premier of WA; and former BTA
Secretary Tom Butler, now Member of the WA Legislative Council.
Examples of BTA office holders who went on to take up official, non union positions
peripheral to the building industry include Bob Bryant, who became the Private Arbitrator for
the WA Building Industry's Dispute Settlements Procedure, and Tom Henderson and Ray
Clohessy who became union nominees on the Workers' Compensation Board.
Whether or not holding an official position with the BTA was a "launching pad" for higher
office is debatable, as many BTA officials did not have ambitions outside of working for their
own unions.

Current and Future Status of the BTA
Currently, the BTA is still registered as an industrial organisation with standing under the WA
Industrial Relations Act, 1979. However, for the past two years it has ceased to operate as an
effective and co-ordinated group of building unions. The CFMEU has not paid dues recently
and the BTA has not met on a regular basis since 1989. Reasons for this include ongoing
demarcation disputes and ideological battles surrounding current discussions and agreements
concerning amalgamations of the building and construction unions into one building union to
cover the building industry. It is ironic that the BTA is not functioning as intended as it is the
logical forerunner to the current amalgamations which are occurring.
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BTA Resource Documents
The full "BTA Resource", held in the Battye Library, contains three broad categories of
documentation
1.

Copies of official WA Industrial Relations Commission documents relating to the BTA
and its member unions.

2.

Working documents of the BTA unions, including extracts from the BTA "Award and
Information Handbooks" produced from the early 1970's until 1983 (Bob Bryant, private
collection); BTA Minutes (1950 to 1958, and 1966 to 1973) and miscellaneous items
(correspondence, memos, newspaper articles, stop work notices, agendas of meetings
with government Ministers, etc.).

3.

In addition there are two interviews taped in April, 1992; one with Ray Clohessy (BTA
office-holder 1957-1977) and another with Bob Bryant (BTA office-holder 1978-1989)
covering a wide range of issues.
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Views from the Coal Face and the Grass Roots:
Australian Society for the Study of Labour History
National Conference, Newcastle, 25-27 June 1993
Joan Williams*

As a delegate from the Perth Branch I attended this very inspiring and weil organised
Conference. This report gives some idea of the breadth and richness of the papers by grass
roots historians and academics.
At the end of the first day and a conference dinner attended by the Mayor of Newcastle, I was
glad to bed down in the faded splendour of the Great Northern Hotel, where the creaking lift
was overlooked by a bas-relief of industrial workers and big work-related paintings in the
foyer. Classified by the National Trust and awaiting money for restoration, it was a perfect
choice for homeless Conference delegates, especially as it had withstood the Newcastle
eaiihquake which had levelled the building next door.
Dr Bob James, the co-ordinator and his collective, drew in the help of local historians and
workers, the city library, Newcastle University, past union leaders of Left and Right (not too
many of the latter!), actors, singers and poets with experience on the picket line, the Hamilton
RSL (for an excellent venue and catering), and even Governor General Bill Hayden to launch a
book on the International Workers of the World (IWW), "The Wobblies at War", by Dr Frank
Cain.
During most of the time there were three concurrent streams of talks and discussions. Few
papers were available because the organisers tried - successfully - to keep registration costs
down.
"Labour History in Music and Poetry" was a new approach. Talented performers gave
workshops illustrated with the songs and poems they had written for pubs and picket lines.
They included Denis Kevans and John Dengate, both well known Sydney performers.

*

Joan writes under the pen name of Justina Williams and is a political activist and member
of the W.A. Branch of the Society for the Study of Labour History.
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Other cultural events included a fascinating 16mm film on the political life of Edna Ryan,
produced in interview form by Margot Oliver for the Women's Archival Project and funded by
the Women's Programe of the Australian Film Commission. "Aftershocks", an amusing and
poignant play about the Newcastle earthquake, was drawn from taped accounts of ordinary
people describing their thoughts and reactions at the time of the "quake". Also playing at the
Sydney Belvoir Street Theatre, it showed how much can be done by a Workers' Cultural
Action Committee assisted by the Australia Council for the Arts.
There were exhibitions of photos and memorabilia at several venues, including the City
Library. "Women and Work", a fascinating history of women telegraphists in Newcastle, was
contributed by a former telegraphist, who also gave a paper that detailed the unbelievable
strictures on dress, conduct, conversation and lavatory visits in the past for much lower pay
than for males.
The input of papers by women was a good feature, from Vera Deacon's first-hand experience
of the Clara Street evictions of unemployed families in 1932, to Professor Ann Curthoys'
learned paper on Labour History and Cultural Studies, which opened new approaches to
history.
It was a unique experience to rub shoulders with participants in so many historic national and
local struggles - Ted Roach, former Assistant General Secretary of the Waterside Workers'
Federation, recalling the 1938 "Dalfram" dispute in Wollongong over the export of pig-iron to
Japan; Jack Mundey, leader of the Builders' Labourers' Federation in early environmental
struggles that saved such historic Sydney features as the Rocks and Victoria Street houses;
Jimmy Comerford, one of the few miners now living who took part in the 1929 clash of locked
out coalminers at Rothbury with a police army, when Norman Brown was shot dead and many
wounded on both sides; Laurie Short, right-wing victor in the Ironworkers' dispute that
toppled Left-wing leadership - spurring plenty of riposte from the conference floor about
allegedly rigged ballots.
Dr Michael Hess, well known to Western Australian labour historians, came up from the
Australian National University in Canberra to give further insight into the help and co-operation
between Australian maritime unions and PNG emergent organisations.
Material dug up under the Freedom of Information Act and recently released Anny files threw
new light on national events such as the 1949 coal strike when many "true believers" thought
Chifley put in the troops as a last resort. Philip Deery, in his paper "Khaki and Coal", used
previously classified Army files to tell the untold story, that secret plans were being formulated
at an early stage, with the media collaborating by keeping quiet. Two questions discussed were
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whether special legislation was necessary and whether troops should be given live ammunition
- the latter developed into bayonets at the end of rifles if the miners resisted.
In a more recent event, the Pilots' strike of 1991, the stage was set at a secret meeting ih
August, 1989, in the office of then PM Bob Hawke, to discuss the destruction of the Air
Pilots' Federation with Sir Peter Abeles, Bill Kelty of the ACTU and Industrial Relations
Commission. In this paper, Richard Curlewis, a pilot, told how the Federal office of the
Federation was given this information by an anonymous but secret informant.
In a brilliant speech, Aboriginal researcher Michael Anderson gave new material on early
Aboriginal contributions to the Hunter Valley economy. With land grants, they grew
vegetables, so successfully that jealous white farmers had the land taken away from them and
got it for their own use. Michael gave the moving stories of Aboriginal children seized from
their parents children, put in institutions and eventually used as cheap labour by wealthy, white
farmers. Nationally, Anderson said, the unions from the 1940s took an advanced stance in
Aboriginal affairs - but ironically the Government considered that the Communists were
infiltrating Aboriginal politics.
Bruce Scates showed how the great strikes of the 1890's were also about gender, although
women are absent from historiography: His paper opened up a new vein - how proud
unionists felt defeat as a blow to their manhood. He picked up interesting evidence in the
language of the strikers. "We can't return to work and still be men", the male ethos of
sacrifice, the words of war, the gender derogation of scabs. The bourgeoisie put itself on a
war footing and talked about the "tyranny of the Trades Hall". But in the maritime strike of the
same time, the women's presence on the pickets brought a reversal of gender roles from the
employers - women were told "to remember their sex", miners' wives likened to witches in the
press: "women as Amazons" becoming the greater danger. Bruce took part in one of the panel
discussions which allowed audience participation, a notable feature of proceedings. Panellist
Josie Castles took up the gender issue of the 1890's from the point of view of the women
themselves, setting a new agenda with feminism in focus, challenging male politicians with
claims for female suffrage: how men displayed acute anxiety about gender roles; the
enfranchisement of women would "upset the natural order".
Many papers that might have been thought dull yielded extremely interesting material. The
history of the Melbourne Carriers' Union from 1883 and owner-drivers' road transport in the
1990's, by Bradley Bowden, brought the past life with lessons for the present. "The Brass
Band in Newcastle" by Duncan Blythell, an English university lecturer, fascinated his audience
- who would have thought Newcastle was once seen as the main brass band centre of the
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world? The history of the early cartoonist and banner painter known as Zif was even more
fascinating, the result of impressive research by Alan Dunstan.
Contributions ranged across the world, from the British Seamen's strike of 1925 to NZ
maritime unions' assistance to Fiji unions, the demise of the NZ Clerical Workers' _Union, the
Comintem's influence in Australia, and new light on the early career of Jack Kavanagh, an
early communist in workers' struggles in Canada, USA and England before coming to
Australia. Many thoughtful new or revised interpretations of past events and the opening up of
new subjects for research, especially the extent of outside influences on Australia culturally,
economically and politically, will make great jumping off points for further study.
Siting the conference in Newcastle contributed to the success of this first national conference.
Newcastle was the first industrial European site in Australia. Limestone from Newcastle
seashells was carted to Sydney for the first public buildings, the first Australian coal was
gathered there and the first organised large-scale smelting carried on. The fact that the history
of the Hunter Region has never been studied in its own right was to some extent remedied by
the conference. I was struck by the likenesses between Newcastle and Fremantle, as a port and
in the colourful political and industrial history of both.
Another interesting comparison was with Broken Hill, whose Mayor Peter Black delivered in
awesome machine-gun fashion a colourful paper on his own city's history of working class
struggle.
The final event of a wide-ranging and well organised conference was the drive to Rothbury
where Jim Comerford, on the site of the 1929 clash between locked out miners, police and
scabs, told of his fear as a boy of 16 as a police bullet ripped the throat of his fellow worker,
the brutality against unarmed men at the entrance, and the machine guns and steam pipes that
awaited them had they reached the mine-site.
He told of the woman across the road who had ripped up all other sheets to bandage wounded
miners and the women in the Co-op hospital who left their beds when the scabs came in - and
marched down the street in their nightgowns. Jim was moved, and so were we, reliving
history.
The entire "celebration of history" represented by the conference was impressive in its
participatory organisation and the value of all the papers.
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Postcript:

Papers obtained for WA Branch of the Society:

"Labour History and Cultural Studies": Ann Curthoys
"The Making of a Marxist: Jack Kavanagh, 1879-1914": David Akers.
"Aust. Maritime Unions and the Emergence of Genuine Unionism in Papua New Guinea":
Michael Hess (National Centre for Development Studies, ANU, Canberra)
"NZ Maritime Unions and Internationalism in the Pacific":
Jacqueline Leckie (Dept. of Anthropology, University of Otago)
"A Pilot's Perspective on the Pilot's Dispute": Richard Curlewis, Pilot
"The Struggle to Get the Labour Movement to Accept Green Issues":
(Notes from Jack Mundey's Speech by Joan Williams).
Article from the Sydney "Guardian" 14.7.93. by Joan, describing the conference
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Book Review -

Frank Cain: The _Wobblies at War: A History of the I.W.W. and the
Great War in Australia. Spectrum Publications, Melbourne. 300
pp. $19.95

This would have to be the definitive book on the Australian I.W.W.. Ian Bedford, in an
examination of Ian Turner's "Sydney's Burning" and "Industrial Labour and Politics" said
"neither Turner nor anyone else has attempted to study the I.W.W. in its own right, and the
topic - the I.W.W. as social history - has not yet been carried to the point of the definition of
terms." Frank Cain has now remedied that omission.
In some ways the short and long title of the book is a misnomer. The early origins of the
I.W.W. did not precede the war by many years and because by 1917 it had been banned and
the remnants of the organisation, after the jailing and deportation of its leading activists, were
operating in a clandestine mode its most active life was during the war years.
Cain gives a potted history of the rise of the I.W.W. in America before turning to its
establishment in Australia, showing how the split between the Chicago and Detroit factions in
the United States was duplicated in this country. He then goes on to discuss the ideology of
the organisation, its philosophy and activities. The strength of the study is the detail of the
various campaigns in which it participated, and some that it led, such as the One Big Union
Movement.
The author shows that the I.W.W., from the inception, opposed the First World War
maintaining "its outspoken opposition to the war against the full tide of pro-war sentiment". In
this regard it was the most consistent opponent of the government and this was a significant
cause of its banning under the Unlawful Associations Act.
There is much information about the leading characters in the movement and their ultimate fate.
It does not neglect, as do so many other writers on the labour movement, the role of the women
activists. The study shows that the strongest support for the "Wobblies" was centred in the
Mining and Maritime industries and from these centres it was able to have a larger influence
over the labour movement generally, despite opposition from the parliamentary labour leaders.
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The book is well researched and written and is an enjoyable read. Hopefully, other academics
and writers of labour history will be stimulated by this publication to do further research.
There are still areas that need to be opened up, such as the impact of the I.W.W. on the
organisational form of unions in Australia, its influence on the ideology of the left in the Labor
Party, its role in the formation of the Australian Communist Party after Big Bill Hayward went
over to the Soviet Union and the continuing activity of members after the organisation was
banned.

Bill Latter
Fremantle
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REQUEST FOR INFORMATION: CONSCIENTIOUS OBJECTORS

Dr Bobbie Oliver is researching a book on Australian conscientious objectors in the two world
wars and wishes to contact people who were conscientious objectors or who were involved
with them in any capacity (such as relatives, friends, supporters, members of peace or anti-war
groups, or those who worked with COs who were non-combatant military personnel).
Dr Oliver may be contacted at the Peace Research Centre, Research School of Pacific Studies,
ANU Canberra 0200, Telephone (06) 249 3118 or 3098.
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