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Fighting gtobalisation

the Australian maritime dispute

he Austrilian waterfront conflict’s
lepal agreement that came into
force in carly September 1998 was a
contrlictory autcome, as the coverge in
the 84 Laboenr Bulfetin predicted (The
waterfront war', vol 22 no <, August 1998).
The agreement ceflected a victory for
trade union rights The April lockout of
2 000 workers by Patnch, one of Austrtlia's
tw 0 major steyedoning companies,
occurred because the goyvernment, backed
by hey sectors of business, was
deternuaed to break the union However,
they failed and the Mantime Union of
Austradia (MUAY remains a foree on
Australi's docks

Victory at a price
There was a price to this victony The MUA
has been Toreed to bend before the
dictates of plobalisation Tlis is reflected in
the acceptinee of a lean production
maodel of work vrgansation that has
resulted In substantial joby loss, real wage
cuts, work intensificaion, outsourcing and
the strengthening ot managerial
prerogatise

Hiue collar Jubs were shished by a
masshe 95% Seven hundred jobs out of a
wothforce of U300 were cut, Anothaer 700
maintenance and service jobs have been
autsourced

Histetically, Austradia has been marked
by mamy huge and intense Libour disputes
Netween TROO and 18U, strikes over the

Rob Lambert explores
contradictions in the Australian
maritime dispute settleiment
and argues that the
mternational labony
nmovenient needs to consider
implications for future
strafegies.

refusal of employers to recognise trade
unions led to the reform politics and
distinetive industrial relations system that
anarked the neat century These included
the 1890 maritme strike, the 1891
shedarees strike, the 1892 Beoken Hill
miners strike and the 1894 shearers strike.

Historical parallels

These events sluped Avstrlian [nstitutions
but also have parallels with the current
e Then, as now, employers demanded
the right to deal sith individual workers
insteat of negotiating with unions

Whilst the new industreiad refations
Insttutions that emerped in response to
the mititaney ereated seope for negotiated
attcomes, they falled to dampen a
traditlon of tracde unioa miltancy Durig
the many strikes in this eentury, unions
were most oftea deleated in heir basic
demands
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Given this history, the 1998 maritime
conflict is a natable exception The goal of
government and employers to havea
union free workhforce was defeated. The
process through which this result was
achieved 1s as significant as the result itsell

Solidarity is the key

As the earlicr Labour Bulletin anicle
revealed, solidanty from the international
Iabour movement and commuanity was
crucial to the victery

This has to be built on if unions are to
clfectively reposition themselves under
the pressures of globalisation In 1999,
COSATU will host a regional conference
backed by the major international trade

secretariates that will review new
strategies to challenge the logic of
globalisation

The MUA’s survival does prrovidde a basis
for ceclyming lost ground in the future If
the frame of reference is a cntical
perspective on globalisation, the losses
may be viewed as reasonably substantive,
However, the dominant constructive
cngagement perspective would view the
work organisation changes positively
Within this perspective, the settlement
reflects o new matunty on the part of the
union and a clear desire (o enter o a
partnership with management to secure
an internationally competitive waterfront
opeaton

The new agreement’s global
talk

The new agreement’s language and
substance reveal the entrenchment of
globalisation ideology

O The new agreement asserts managenial
prerogative in the name of world’s best
practice Section 13 asserts that the
company has the nght to introduce
medern technelogy and continucus
improvemenl i all aspects of company
operalions.

O The company Is obliged to provide in
wnting 10 Ine employees concerned and
the unicn, all relevant infarmation about
the changes

Managing director Chns Corngan, one of the

chuef architects of the lock out, recently

stated that he expected further job losses
over and above the 700 redundancies since
the new enterprise agreement allowed

Patrick to pursue automation on the

waterfront

QO Section 16 gives the company maximum
flexibihty in shitting workers between
tasks This section states: ‘The company
shall have the discretion 1o determine the
placement ot emplayees 1o particular
functions an an individual basis at the

start of and throughout the course of any
shift An employe¢ shall perform such
work as the Company shall, from time to
time, reasonakbly require, including
transfers between and within Terminal
work areas and functions Employees
may also be required to perform any
minor unscheduled, incidental or
unforseen duties that are not normally
performed by cperational employees’
¥ Sechon 8 of the agreement allows for
outsourcing tn the areas of maintenance,
the relocation and transportation of
stevedgning equipment, securily,
clearning, Wine marking, reefer services,
moonng/unmaanng and specialist
training
3 Section 9 specihies that ‘recrustment shal
be at the discretion of the company and
shall be arranged m accordance with the
policies and procedures of the Company'.
Central to the agreement 1s a new wage
structure Workers have been placed on
annuahsed salartes, which taking account of
overtime, leads to a lower outcome than the
previaus agreement Lost ground can be
made up through the piece rate bonus
system Given the conlext of the
negotations, the MUA did well 1o hirnit the
savanty of the attack on basic wages.
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New ‘competitive drive’

For Patrick management, the pnime

objective of the new agreement is

reclaiming managerial prerogative and
establishing new work practices.

Globalisation ideology provides a lean

production rationale for introducing

chanpes that seck to intensify work. Fewer
worhers are required to produce more.

This ideology alms to intensify

competition between workers in different

countries, between worhers at different
work sites in the same country and

betw een workers at the same work site.
Management hopes that the Patrick

agreement will entrench this campetitive

dnve through a fundamental shift from
time wages to a bonus based, picce nite

system Patnick sees union accepiance of a

picce mte system on the docks as a major

advance tor many reasnons

QO A picee mite system provides the
cmiployer with an exact measure of the
intensity of lahour.

O The quality and the intensity of the
woth are controlied by the very form of
the wape leading 1o self-disciplined
worhers The cost of supervision can
therefore be reduced,

U Under a system of plece wages It s
naturally in the personal interest of
individual worhers to striin theie Libour
as intensely as possible, This enables the
cmploycer to mtise the normal degree of
intensity of libowr more easly

O Picce wages may promole indvidualy
and undermine unlon promoted
solidlarity culture becanse they widen
the scape for individuallty and
competition etween workers

U Mece wages have histericatly
lengthened the workiag day and
lowered hasc mtes

Mghiteen months of Infense propapanda

prior to the loch out clalmed that dogk

workers were highly unproductise and

opened the way for the above changes. In
Section 6 of the agreement, an
international beachmark of an averape of
25 erane lifts per hour was set

The new picce rate bonus system seeks
to create competition between workers at
dufferent ports in Australia and between
workers at the two major stevedoring
companies, Patrick and P and O.

Cerrigan has reported dramatic
improvements at certain docks. He
claimed that Melbourne’s Cast Sswanson
dock was now beating world's best
practice performance benchmarks. He
pointed out that before the dispute,

11 workers would handle around 18
boxes an hour Now a teamn of six has
achleved 37 boxces an hour, One tcam even
achieved o rate of 2 an hour.

An opposition campaign

Jim Donovan, who visited COSATU In
August 1998 to thank South African unions
for their solidarity, has led an opposition
campaign to the nesw enteeprise
agreement cliiming that the new system
had imposed ‘slavery and concentration
camp conditlons' on the workioree, He
resigned as president of the MUA to fight
the new ngreement,

‘s a totally different world
now. The mood in the
workforce Is that they want to
gel some of this bonus mouney!

Coccigan has muade 2 number of elalms
abanit 1hie change In work culture and
attitude to the union fotlowlng the signing
of the agreement. Commenting on the
Melhourne wothforee he elalmed that the
MUA had tost s influence with the
workforee and thatAll of these guys you'll
see there's a certaln diselpline and
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Weeks on the picket ines deepened a sense of salidarity.

certain Iiveliness if you'd seen it before,
this would have been just a shambles
There was no sort of spring in their step
or anything els¢ It's nice 1o watch these
days It’s just extmordinarily more
efficient’

Corrigan added that 'It's a totally
different world now The mood in the
workforce 1s that they swant te get some of
this bonus money They are now tallung
about how to get nd of these slow crane
drivers, they ask,"How do we pet these
blokes out of the way that are causing the
trouble? The real task at hand is how to
get control of the workforce at the
docks

Union is still vital

Despite the compromises in the
agreement, the MUA remains a vatal
presence on the docks. The union has
nurtured a strong democratic tnidition of
worker participation and workers appear

to be aware of the dangers of 2 piece rate
system

A Freemantle doch worker commented
‘We never wanted this bonus system and
we're not geing to chase bonuses When
that happens, workers Like short cuts and
safety goes out the window as workers
chuse the extra qund For example, workers
just use the ladders because 1t's quicker
than using the safety cage!

The lock out deepened a sohdanty
culture as workers shured a commaon
experience of their hvelithood cut from
under them by the lock out Together, they
faced the dogs, security guards and palice
baton charges Weeks on the pichet lines
deepencd a sense of sohdanty and class
interests The determination and mihitancy
of the union, the strong community and
international support created the sense of
union as movement

The conflict strengthened the union
and undermined the legnimacy of Patrick
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Managerial prerogative and the
reargamsation of work will remain a
contested terrain. The agreement requires
consultation before any changes ace
introduced. The union will have to remain
vigiant

Obscure class relations

The major reductions in labour costs
through rudical downsizing combined
with the dove o increase container rtes
have resulted in the stock market value of
tlie company doubling from A$217-million
to $ i21-million.The share price has
increased by $2 10 §3,20, delivening
Corripan a persanal pain of $7,66-million
over the past year Senlor executives are
also m line for massive financul gain,
When Patrick workers voted to accept
settloment on 23 July 1998, chiey were
issucd with one million options,
erercisable at $2,05 Thus for every share
they buy, they will make an immediate
50" capital pain

These gains underpin a lifesnyje
indostry caplans come to expect Peter
Scanlon, aomajor shaccholder in sitnich
ard with Carrigan, the other chicf
architect of the asset stripping and lock
aut strtegy, owns 1 mansion, a beach
house, a helicopter, a share in a Frepch
vineyard and an Jtalian villa

These €lass relations, the profit taking
that underpins them aind thedr relationship
1o wiiges, conditions and the life cliances
ol working men and women are obscured
hy globalisatlon. Warkers are pow team
plyers sith an cye on the ball, aot an Uy
an what happens to the fruits of their
Labour Surch i elass consclotsness |y
viewed as anachronistic under the new
conditions,

Future strategy

The setlement revedls Patrick's attempt 1o
maximilse profit throogh the imposition of

tean production. The fact thac the atcack
failed to dislodge the MUA means that the
union presence creates the possibilicy of a
continuing contestation over managerizl
prerogative.

In the longer term, defensive actions
around a pure fight for survival need to be
tonsformed into an offensive against the
logic of globalisation.

A priority in this will be for each
industry sector to establish its own
international benchmarks around what
constitutes reasonable and humane
producuvity levels. Strong unionism has
always fought against work intensification.
Such a strilegy may be viewed as
anachronistic by management. For the
working class, controlling the pace of
wark is essential to a civilised existence.

The MUA has 2 proud trdition of
internationalism, Together with the
International Trainsport Federation and
ather progressive national unions, they are
likely to be the forefront of carving out
new steategies and delining a new global
unionism for the new century. %
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