Speech for Rally at Queensland Park – 17 November 2007

Firstly I would like to acknowledge the traditional owners of the land on which we are meeting today.

My name is Beth Mohle and I am Assistant Secretary of the Queensland Nurses’ Union.  I have been invited by the organisers of today’s rally to speak about the Australian trade union movement’s Your rights at work campaign and the importance of industrial relations and the centrality of the restoration of fairness at work to the upcoming federal election.
The federal election to be held next weekend represents a watershed for Australia in so many ways

The Australian union movement’s Your rights at work campaign began in 2005.  When the Howard government unexpectedly gained control of the Senate as a result of the 2004 federal election they were able to embark upon their long held ideological agenda of wholesale workplace reform.  The Australian community had no idea of this plan.  The Howard government did not take their plan for the extreme WorkChoices legislation to the 2004 federal election.  They have no mandate for these harsh and unjust laws. They seized the opportunity to introduce the WorkChoices legislation once they gained control of the Senate – the House of Review.
As a result the decent system of workplace laws fought for by unions and our members for over a hundred years - fair take home pay, job security, and conditions like leave and penalty rates - are all under unprecedented attack. 

It is an undeniable fact that millions of people have lost their rights at work under the new industrial relations laws.

.  

And it is undeniable that the longer these laws are in place, the more people will be directly affected.

We are not engaging in an empty scare campaign as the Howard government has accused us,  though it is interesting to note that Workplace Relations Minister Joe Hockey has recently admitted that they are engaged in a fear campaign on IR. To quote Mr Hockey “Our fear campaign is based on fact.”  The same sort of “facts” as “children overboard” and “weapons of mass destruction” I am sure. 
This fear campaign started with an attack on union bosses, but the attack has now started on rank and file union members.  The latest Coalition advertisements no longer refer to union bosses but rather trade unionists.   That is an attack on anyone who is a union member – that includes QNU’s 35,000 members and the 150,000 nurse trade union members across Australia and the 2 million Australian workers who are members of trade unions. 
To me, this has been one of the most disturbing developments of the election campaign – the shift in Coalition advertising from demonising trade union bosses to trade unionists as a whole.  According to the Coalition, every trade unionist in Australia is “anti-business” and will contribute to the ruination of the Australian economy.  It is almost as if we are “un-Australian” for being part of the union movement - for fighting for a fair go at work and the advancement of Australian working people. This divisive and disturbing rhetorical shift should be of concern to us all. 

It is ironic that at the time when the Howard government is demonising unions they are also claiming that unions are now irrelevant given that union density overall is around 22%.  How can you be so incredibly dangerous and yet at the same time irrelevant?  Mixed messages here Mr Howard.  Let me clear something up for you though Mr Howard and send you a very clear message at the same time.  The Queensland Nurses’ Union represents two thirds of employed nurses in Queensland across the board.  So while you are busy claiming that unions only represent one in five workers in this country I can tell you that we represent two in every three nurses and we continue to grow.  

Our members – nurses in all areas of health including public sector, aged care and private hospitals – reject your unfair and extreme WorkChoices legislation. And they are angry that you have stripped them of rights that they have fought hard for over many years.  Our members have been involved in unprecedented numbers in our localised Your rights at work campaign. We have had local activists coordinating facility based campaigns at the Princess Alexandra Hospital and Caboolture Hospital and a cross sectoral campaign in Townsville.  Our members in Townsville are especially angry with their current Liberal member Peter Lindsay given his strong opposition to the last enterprise bargaining agreement outcomes that we had negotiated with Queensland Health.  He chastised the Queensland government for their irresponsible action saying that they should have thought of the flow on effects for employers in aged care and private hospitals and negotiated a lower outcome. Our members in Townsville were incensed by his statements and will be reminding him of their continued anger on 24 November.  

We have also had hundreds of members across the state sign up as Your rights at work local community campaign workers in the targeted marginal seats. We have had an overwhelming response from our members to our “Do your block against Howard’s IR laws” campaign.  For this campaign we have produced two pamphlets – one general and one aged care sector specific– that highlight to the community the negative impact these IR laws are having on nurses.  We are asking our members to letter box their block with these pamphlets to get the word out to their local communities.  Members have responded to this campaign magnificently and we are now almost out of stock.  (I do however have a few copies of these pamphlets here with me today if anyone would like a copy. Alternatively you can view these pamphlets, our television and newspaper ads and other campaign materials at the QNU website – www.qnu.org.au .)

Our 35,000 plus members get this campaign instinctively.  They get it because they know that every pay increase, every improvement to working conditions, every advancement with regard to safe workloads that ensure quality care for the community, every single bit of progress we have made has been achieved through collective action by nurses.  No employer ever handed these improvements to us on a plate – they had to be fought for.  And as you can appreciate, nurses are somewhat limited in the forms of industrial action they can take due to the nature of the work they do.  It is extremely difficult for nurses to “strike” because to do so means walking away from patients.  You know how serious a situation is when you see nurses driven to that point.  That is why our campaigns more frequently involve more creative bans and limitations.  

So nurses know how hard they have fought for any improvements they have achieved over the years.  They also know how this new regime limits what they can do even further.  You need look no further than the very recent dispute for Victorian public sector nurses.  They were forced into a situation of taking unprotected or illegal (under WorkChoices) industrial action because even though in the end it is the Victorian government that pays the wages bill – each public health facility was treated as a stand alone employer and hence their claim for one outcome for all nurses employed in the public sector was viewed as pattern bargaining.  Although the nurses who took industrial action through bed closures turned up to work every day during the campaign they had their pay docked and they risked individual fines of $6000 per nurse for taking the action they did.  Such is the extreme, horrendously complex and unfair nature of this legislation. 

I suppose in someway we should take heart from this extra-ordinary fear and demonisation campaign being run by the Howard government.  The union movement has obviously “cut through” with our community based Your rights at work campaign. The Howard government has gone too far with their IR reforms.  They have tipped the balance too far in favour of employers.  They have undone decades worth of struggle by the union movement for a fair and balanced industrial relations system.  These industrial relations changes offend the majority of Australians – they undermine our commitment to the “fair go” at work and elsewhere in our community. 

Free and vibrant trade unions are central to a strong democracy.  Unions help to distribute power in a society – they ensure that no one group has too much power in the employment relationship.  Unions have also been staunch advocates for social justice and the marginalised in our society. For example, the mission statement of the Qnu goes way beyond the purely industrial – The QNU promotes and defends the industrial, professional, social, political and democratic values and interests of members.  To attack unions, to divide our society and demonise those who are working collectively to defend our rights at work and elsewhere and to achieve fair and just outcomes for workers and their families fundamentally undermines our democracy. Our rights at work and the type of society that we want for generations to come are worth fighting for and voting for.  

I hope that next Saturday the 24 November Mr Howard and his government get the very clear message that the Australian community rejects their WorkChoices legislation and their broader undermining of fairness and social justice in Australia.  We need to remind governments that we live in a society not an economy.  We must throw the Howard government out of office next Saturday if we are to start the journey to recapture our rights at work.

Thank you. 

