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Revival it  centred 
in I jOv Angeles, 
where unions 
have gained  
alm ost 100 000  
members this 
yea r . ..

Reviving Australia's trade unions 
— clues from North America
W ith a S en a te  C o m m itte e  n o w  

d eep  into its re v ie w  o f the G o v 
e rn m e n t 's  p ro p o sed  'se co n d -  

w a v e ' industria l re la tions reform s, the  fu 
tu re  ro le  o f A u s tra lia 's  trade  u n io n s  is in 
the  sp o tlig h t o n ce  m ore . A n d  the re cen t 
retirem ent o f our best-known un ion  leader, 
B il l  K e lty , as se c re ta ry  to the  A u s tra lia n  
C o u n c il o f T rad e  U n io n s  [A C T U ] has o n ly  
sharpened  fo cus on the question  'w h e re  to 
n o w ? ' for the  un ion  m o vem en t.

Fed e ra l w o rk p la c e  re la t io n s  m in is te r 
Reith  has been  a co n tin u in g  and  trenchan t 
c r it ic  o f u n ions, d escrib in g  them  as 'o u t o f 
to u c h ' and  'ir r e le v a n t '.  O th e rs  h a v e  la 
b e lled  them  'un rep resen ta tive ', 'b a c k w a rd ' 
and  'in  term ina l d e c lin e '. A t the sam e tim e, 
the re  is w id e s p re a d  a lie n a t io n  in the  
w o rk p la c e  w ith  m an y  em p lo yee s  b e c o m 
ing p a in fu lly  a w a re  o f the  rea lities  o f the ir 
lim ited  p o w e r  in an e n v iro n m e n t  d o m i
nated  by  d ire c t b arg a in in g  and  in d iv id u a l 
c o n tra c ts . A  n u m b e r —  in c lu d in g  m a n y  
A L IA  m em bers —  express a fee ling  of h e lp 
lessness and  w eakness. O ften  they bem oan  
an ab sen ce  o f e ffec tive  representation  and 
an in a b il ity  to find  sa feg u ard s  c o l le c t iv e  
a p p ro a ch e s  at w o rk . S u ch  c ircu m s ta n ce s  
w o u ld  seem  ta ilo r-m ade for a resu rgence  
in u n io n  m e m b e rsh ip , w 'h ich  has fa lle n  
sh a rp ly  in re cen t years . Bu t, to date , it is 
not h ap p e n in g  in A u s tra lia .

W i th  th is b a ck g ro u n d  in m in d , I w a s  
in terested  w h e n  h o lid a y in g  re c e n t ly  in 
N orth  A m e r ic a  to note som e eye-ca tch in g  
d e v e lo p m e n ts  there, e s p e c ia lly  g iven  the 
sa va g e  a tta ck  on trad e  u n io n ism  in that 
cou n try  o ve r  recent d ecades. U n io n  m em 
b ersh ip  in the  U S A  p riv a te  secto r fe ll by 
tw o-th irds in the tw e n ty  years  after 1975 
from  a ro u n d  o n e  in th ree  w o rk e rs  to just 
ten per cen t. Th ings h ave  been  a little bet
ter in the p u b lic  sector, but e ven  so, less 
than tw en ty  per cen t of ail A m er ican  w o rk 
ers w e re  m em b ers  o f trade  u n io ns by the 
mid-1 990s.

N o w , h o w eve r, there are sm all signs of 
a co m e b a ck . R e v iv a l is cen tred  in Los A n 
g e les , w h e re  u n io n s  h a v e  g a in e d  a lm o st 
100 0 0 0  m em b ers  th is  y ea r. M a n y  h a v e

signed  up as a resu lt o f stra teg ic  re c ru it 
m ent d rives  in targeted  industries e m p lo y 
ing a high proportion  o f casua l, short-term, 
low -w age and o th e rw ise  insecure  w orkers. 
T h e  lab o u r m o v em e n t has ad ded  to these 
efforts a strong cam p a ig n  based on 'o rg a n 
is ing  b e yo n d  the  w o rk p la c e ',  in w h ic h  
coa lit ion s  h ave  been bu ilt w ith  co m m u n ity  
and  re lig io u s  g roup s to  m o re  e f fe c t iv e ly  
represent the interests o f w a g e  and  sa la ry  
earners. Results are n o w  b eg inn ing  to look 
p ro m is in g , w ith  u n io n s  f in a lly  m ak in g  
som e progress in re ach in g  w o rk e rs  in the 
'n e w ' w o rk  areas —  essen tia lly  the se rv ice  
industries —  w h ic h  to date h ave  not been  
u n io n ised . Th is  is an a b so lu te ly  c r it ica l is
sue for trade un ions the w o rld  over. U n le ss  
th e y  c an  a ttrac t m em b ers  in these areas, 
o ve ra ll m em bersh ip  w ill con tin u e  to p lu m 
m et in all d eve lop ed  coun tries as m an u fa c 
turing  —  tra d it io n a lly  the m ost h ig h ly-o r
g an ised  se c to r —  b e co m e s  less and  less 
lab o u r in tensive .

B e yo n d  Los A nge les, I en co un te red  the 
u n ex p ected  sight o f em p lo y e e s  o f IB M  —  
a long-tim e bastion  o f n on-un ion ised  e m 
p lo ym en t —  lo ck ed  in c o m b a t w ith  the ir 
e m p lo y e r  across the cou n try , to the ex tent 
that w o rke rs  in states in c lu d in g  N e w  York , 
N orth  C a ro lin a  and  V e rm o n t w e re  h o ld ing  
m ass m ee tin g s  a im e d  at u n io n is in g  the  
co m p an y . W 'h en  un ions are look ing  a ttrac 
tive  to IB M  em p lo yees , som eth ing  is su re ly  
h ap p en ing  as far as em p lo ym en t trends are 
co n ce rn ed .

O n e  c le a r e lem en t o f this trend appears 
to be a w id e n in g  gap  in w o rk  satis faction  
b e tw ee n  sm all en terp rises and  large c o m 
pan ies like  IB M . W h i le  in C a n a d a  I c am e  
across  a m a jo r su rve y  o f 120 0  o rg a n is a 
tions w h ic h  m easu red  e m p lo y e e  sa tis fac 
tion le ve ls  am o n g  em p lo yee s  o f d iffe ren t
sized com p an ies . P eo p le  w e re  found to be 
m u ch  h a p p ie r  w o rk in g  for sm all (u n d e r  
tw e n ty  e m p lo y e e s ) o rg a n isa t io n s . W h i l e  
fifty-one per cen t o f large-organisation staff 
reported  'w o rk  o v e r lo a d ', less than a third  
o f e m p lo y e e s  o f sm all en terp rises  shared  
that fee ling . Tw o-th irds of those w o rk ing  in 
sm all firm s d es c r ib ed  the ir e m p lo y e rs  as
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v e ry  su p p o r t iv e  o f w o rk - fa m ily  b a la n c e  
through h igh ly- flex ib le  and  generous time- 
o ff and  w o rk - s ch e d u lin g  sch em es . Stress 
le ve ls  w e re  m a rk e d ly  lo w e r, m o ra le  and  
jo b  sa t is fa c tio n  m u ch  h ig h er, and  the re  
w a s  far g reate r em p lo yee - co m m itm en t in 
the sm all en terp rises.

Th is trend  suggests that d issa tis faction  
is m oun ting , re la t iv e ly , in large o rg an isa 
tions w h ic h  are regarded as h av in g  lost the 
h um an  to u c h . T h e y  seem  to be o ffe r in g  
op po rtu n itie s  for u n ions to lift the ir p ro file  
and  a ttra c t n e w  m em b ers  in N o rth  
A m e r ic a . T h e re  is e v e ry  reason  to th in k

that a s im ila r situation  is d e ve lo p in g  in this 
cou n try . It is c e rta in ly  ap paren t am o n g  the 
m a n y  A L IA  m em b ers  w ith  w h o m  I reg u 
la r ly  d iscuss w o rk p la c e  issues.

Bu t w h ile  u n io ns here  m ay  be ab le  to 
c ap ita lis e  on the in secu rity  of larger-com - 
p a n y  em p lo yee s , the ir real ch a lle n g e  still 
lies in m ak ing  inroads into the rising small- 
secto r w o rk fo rce , in w h ic h  a lm ost a ll jobs 
g ro w th  is o ccu rr in g . U n le ss  the A u s tra lian  
lab o u r m o vem e n t can  e ffe c t iv e ly  o rg an ise  
in this a rea  it w ill  co n t in u e  to struggle for 
m em b ers  and  c o n t in u in g  re le v a n c e  in a 
chan g in g  labou r m arket. a

.. .two-thirds o f  
those working in 

sm a ll firm s 
described their 

employers as sen/ 
supportive...

Institutional members
— does your vote count?
Is your institutional representative re
corded correctly in the ALIA membership 
database?

Under the ALIA constitution the nomi
nated representative of a financial institu
tional (C) member may stand for office 
and vote in ALIA elections. The constitution 
further defines the dominated representa
tive7 as the individual whose name ap
pears in the official membership record. In 
some cases our institutional members may 
have nominated a position — for example 
library manager7 — rather than an indi
vidual, and consequently disenfranchised 
themselves.

To make sure that your nominated rep
resentative is correctly recorded so that a 
valid vote can be cast on behalf of your in
stitution, please contact the ALIA national 
office membership staff. If you would like 
the journals you receive on subscription to 
be addressed to other than your nomi
nated representative, our membership 
staff will be able to arrange this.

ALIA publications
N ow  available...

A d e la id e  98: P a th w a y s  to k n o w led g e  
con feren ce p ro ceed in g s
[1999, ISBN 0 86804 551 9}
Adelaide 98: Pathways to knowledge, the 5th Biennial 
conference and exhibition of the Australian Library 
and Information Association was held in Adelaide 
in October 1998. Over 1000 delegates participated 
in the conference, selecting to attend plenary and 
parallel sessions and workshops from 140 papers 
presented by more than 210 authors.
The conference proceedings include papers for all 
except six session s, and the abstracts of these 
recalcitrant papers are included. The papers are 
arranged with the opening and plenary sessions in 
the first section followed by all other papers in 
alphabetical order by main author.
The proceedings are available from ALIA National 
Office at a cost of $75 to ALIA members and $105  
to non-members, including postage.
Orders for this publication should be mailed or 
faxed to ALIA, PO Box E441, Kingston 2604 , fax 
02 6282 2249.
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