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Libraries, unions 
and the LAA
rHERE HAVE BEEN three registered trade unions specifically for library staff. The first, 
he Fisher Library Officers’ Association (FLOA), formed in 1928 to cover staff at the Uni
versity of Sydney, now also covers Macquarie and New England. The second, the Profes- 
;ional Librarians’ Association, was registered in NSW in 1957 and disbanded in 1968 having 
lever attempted to gain an award or agreement. The third is the federally registered Uni
versity Library Officers’ Association (ULOA — FLOA’s federal arm). It, too, has not sought
iward coverage because its membership only 
;overed by state awards.

The LAA is not a union but has shown a 
:ontinuing interest in industrial matters, 
rhis has been in response to pressure from 
it least a section of the membership for the 
irofessional body to act as a union, or to set 
ip a separate union for library staff.

In 1947 the Institute of Librarians sought 
he advice of an industrial barrister (Shel- 
lon) on the practicalities of establishing a 
mion in either the NSW or commonwealth 
urisdictions. One of the main problems in 
he Institute itself becoming a union was 
hat a union could not include both employer 
md employee representatives.

The solution touched on by the then Pres- 
dent of the Institute in a submission to 
Council was the possibility of establishing a 
separate though perhaps parallel body with 
;imilar conditions and membership’. This 
;uggestion surfaced from time to time dur- 
ng the following years.

In May 1973 AustLibJ published a ques- 
ionnaire which included questions on the 
ndustrial nature (or lack of it) of the Asso- 
dation. The results, tabulated from 1,000 re
dies showed 'Members also appear 
generally to favour the Association’s involve- 
nent in industrial matters and there is sup- 
)ort for a parallel but separate union ’.

The response to this survey was the ap- 
)ointment of an Industrial Information Of- 
icer in 1974. It was intended to be a 
ireliminary to forming a library union. This 
las never occurred, despite further encour- 
igement in that direction by ex-Arbitrator, 
LC. Winter at a seminar in 1974 entitled 'In- 
lustrial Relations and the Librarian’.

So who looks after the industrial interests 
)f library staff today? Because they are 
nainly in public sector employment they are 
:overed by a number of public service type 
jnions under a variety of awards, agree- 
nents and determinations.

There is, however, still a group of employ
ees in libraries not covered by any union. 
They work in the private sector. Because 
hey are 'award free’ they must negotiate the 
erms of their employment individually with 
heir employer. Some employers use the rec
ommended salary scales put out by the LAA 
is a guide, but on the whole private sector 
ibrarians are underpaid compared to their 
oublic sector colleagues. They are usually 
working in an overall non-library environ
ment, with little opportunity to compare 
:heir positions with similarly qualified staff.

What can be done to give these employees 
an industrial voice? Clearly they need to be 
:overed by a union but first a decision must 
oe made as to whether it should be a state or 
federal union. In the federal sphere there is 
no possibility of a common rule award, ie, 
nne applying to all employees in a particular 
tiassification. This means that since it is un
likely that the employers in question would 
Delong to a particular employer organis
ation, all individual employers would need to 
be served with a log of claims for an award.

This would be very difficult since often 
their identity is unknown and new libraries

extends to three NSW universities which are

are constantly being formed. Also, for a fed
eral award to be made the employees must 
be either working in an industry or engaged 
in an 'industrial’ pursuit. Judging from pre
vious narrow interpretations of these terms 
in the federal jurisdiction it is debatable 
whether or not they would preclude library 
staff. In the state jurisdiction it is possible to 
have common rule awards and 'industrial’ 
has a far more liberal interpretation.

Having decided on the jurisdiction it 
would then be necessary to consider the al
ternatives of either approaching an existing 
union to extend its constitutional coverage 
to include library staff, or forming a new 
union to cover them. There are no unions 
already registered with an obvious or logical 
connection with library staff, except for 
FLOA and ULOA. These are run by honor
ary officials, loath to increase their already 
substantial workload without demonstrable 
benefits for their current members. A new 
union would therefore appear to be called 
for, with the possibility of future amalgam
ation.

Consideration would then have to be 
given to the LAA’s role in setting up such a 
body. Already a substantial amount of LAA 
staff time is spent in servicing the industrial 
needs of these employees. It might be better 
spent helping them set up a proper indus
trial organisation to help themselves get 
award coverage since the LAA recom
mended salary scales have no standing in 
law.

The next question is, what classifications 
of staff would the proposed union cover? I 
would suggest all library specific staff such 
as library assistants, library technicians and 
librarians. This is the case with FLOA and 
ULOA. Since library staff are now some
times called information scientists or re
search officers, I suggest the proposed 
coverage should also encompass these clas
sifications. It would need to be quite clear 
however that there was no intention to cover 
persons eligible to join already established 
unions, otherwise the proposed body would 
be beset with objections to its registration.

Are there enough people interested and 
prepared to form such a body? This article is 
an attempt to open up the issue. All 
interested persons are invited to contact me 
either by letter or phone at the LAA office.

Judith Hill 
Industrial Officer

LAA 22
PRIORITIES IN HARD TIMES is the theme 
of the University and College Libraries Sec
tion special study at LAA 22. Allocation of 
resources, automation, microforms and co
operative ventures are among the timely is
sues to be considered and there will be 
ample opportunity for discussion. Watch fu
ture issues of InCite for more news of this 
and other items on the program for LAA 22.
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5th edition 881 entries

ONLY $35 LAA members 
$45 non-members 
(prices include postage)

The wealth of current and retrospective 
information available in Australia’s spe
cial libraries make these collections a 
vital part of the national information re
source.

The Directory contains information on:
• collections
• interlibrary loans policy
• networks
• in-house retrieval systems
• subject specialisations
• key personnel
• hours of opening
• up-to-date address and telephone in

formation

This Directory is an indispensable ref
erence tool for all libraries.

It will be officially launched at the Dix- 
son Galleries, State Library of NSW, at 
6pm on March 10. All welcome.

ORDER FORM
Please supply.............................. copies of the
Directory to

Order number....................................................
Please invoice/cheque enclosed.
Price: $35 (LAA members), $45 (non-mem
bers) includes postage.


