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About this kit

In this toolkit you will find the information you 
need to help you build the campaign 
to Change The Rules for working people.

There are two things you need to do:

1. Tell the story of inequality and power.

2. Find local stories of the broken rules.
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Inequality 

For the 99 per cent: Inequality in Australia
About
Decades of neo-conservative policies and the failed theory of trickle-down economics has led to the 
highest levels of income inequality on record. Corporations have become too powerful, and working 
people are missing out. While profit growth is the strongest it has been in 15 years, wage growth is the 
lowest on record.

If we don’t change course Australia will be a society of extreme inequality and dead end jobs, we will 
have no job security, have to work longer and take fewer or no holidays. We face significant issues:

• Income inequality is greater than any time in the last 76 years.

• The top one per cent have over 22 per cent of total Australian wealth.

• The top one per cent own more wealth than the bottom 70 per cent of Australians combined.

• The richest 10 per cent enjoy greater income growth than the poorest half of Australians 
combined.

• Eight of the richest men have more wealth than half of the global population (3.6 billion people)
(Oxfam 2017).

• Profits are up 40 per cent on the year – the strongest gains in 15 years, yet Australian wage 
growth is the lowest on record.

• There are over One million Australians who are underemployed and want to work more.

• Youth unemployment is in double digits and particularly high in certain regions.

• 40 per cent of Australians are in insecure work.

• Despite all this, workers are facing penalty rate cuts and their rights at work are being attacked.

If you take away the rights of workers and their unions, people get paid less and their work 
gets more insecure.

Inequality: the facts
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Tax

Top 10 Tax Avoiding Companies in Australia

Company Total 
income

Taxable 
income

Tax 
Paid

Tax Lost

BHP BILLITON ALUMINIUM AUSTRALIA PTY LTD $4,955,930,348 $495,380,720 $0 $148,614,216.00

BLUESCOPE STEEL LIMITED $4,975,881,786 $353,907,424 $0 $106,172,227.20

CSL LIMITED $2,269,966,638 $244,415,270 $0 $73,324,581.00

QANTAS AIRWAYS LTD $15,467,492,749 $211,727,187 $0 $63,518,156.10

RACV (ROYAL AUTOMOBILE CLUB OF VICTORIA LTD) $643,791,395 $190,400,285 $0 $57,120,085.50

WASHINGTON H. SOUL PATTINSON & CO LTD $367,065,948 $177,893,568 $0 $53,368,070.40

BOEING AUSTRALIA HOLDINGS PTY LTD $1,104,498,300 $147,951,932 $0 $44,385,579.60

TRANSURBAN HOLDINGS LTD $1,882,421,714 $143,954,594 $0 $43,186,378.20

HOCHTIEF AUSTRALIA HOLDINGS LTD $253,754,573 $130,916,350 $0 $39,274,905.00

CONOCOPHILLIPS AUSTRALIA GAS 
HOLDINGS PTY LTD

$1,708,851,614 $112,940,592 $0 $33,882,177.60

Our Tax system is broken
About 
Australia’s wage growth is at a record low, but the Government wants to give a $65 billion dollar tax 
cut to big business. Big business has too much power, and this is just more special treatment from 
the Government. 

Many businesses already thumb their noses at paying their taxes, exploiting loopholes to offshore 
profits made in Australia. This is ripping off money that should be going to our schools and hospitals. 

The Issue
In 2014-2015 the top 10 companies that paid no tax at all had a combined revenue of $33 billion.

In a single year, between these 10 companies, we have lost more than $660 million in taxes. On 
top of this the Tax Office is currently suing Chevron for more than $1 billion in unpaid taxes dating 
back to 2012. Every billion dollars in avoided tax could pay for an extra 6, 500 nurses, teachers and 
paramedics, another 17 new high schools or a 400 bed hospital.
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How do they get away with it?
Companies have a stunning array of tactics for sending profits overseas. They exploit loopholes. 
They divert profits. They use profit shifting techniques. 

Companies, like Chevron, will load up an Australian arm with debt (from a loan within their company) 
so that they’re never making a profit. Companies also exploit allowable tax deductions to avoid 
paying tax. 

The 48 millionaires who pay no tax
It’s not only corporations that get away with it. Wealthy and greedy individuals are not paying what 
they should contribute, which further robs us all. In 2014-2015, 48 Australian millionaires paid no tax – 
not even the Medicare levy - 19 spent over $1 million each on lawyers and accountants to “manage 
their tax affairs”.

‘The 48’
• All paid $0 in tax.

• Had an average income of $2.46 million a year but declared to the tax office a taxable 
income of a combined negative $13.9 million.

• Did not pay the Medicare Levy.

• Twenty Eight made nearly $70 million in combined deductions, with 19 spending 
over $1 million each on “managing their tax affairs”.

• Eight used negative gearing to deduct a combined $1.5 million from their tax bill.

• One still owes a HELP debt despite being a millionaire.

• Four didn’t even have private health insurance and didn’t pay the Medicare Levy Surcharge.

More tax cuts for corporations and millionaires 
And yet Malcom Turnbull wants to cut the tax companies have to pay, with a $65 billion tax cut for 
corporations. This corporate handout would reduce the tax rate from 30 per cent to 25 per cent. The 
Commonwealth Bank stands to benefit by $1 billion; our biggest miners BHP, Rio Tinto and Woodside 
will share in $1.8 billion; and Coles and Woolworths will share in $281 million. That’s wrong. 

For rich people, the Turnbull Government has handed those earning over $180,000 an income tax cut, 
while everyone else’s taxes increase. 

We need a level playing field 
The rich have too much power and get too much special treatment. 

It’s not right that companies like BHP, Qantas, Boeing, Google, and Goldman Sachs earn billions in 
profits and pay no tax whatsoever, while our communities are in dire need of more teachers, nurses 
and doctors, and our vulnerable and unemployed are demonised by the Government. 

Australia needs a fairer and more progressive tax system. It’s time to stop working people being 
ripped off. We need to close the loopholes, crack down on companies and individuals who flaunt 
the rules and make sure the money gets into our schools and hospitals. 
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Industrial 
Action

The rules over industrial action are broken
About
A worker’s right to withdraw their labour is a fundamental freedom, yet Australia’s laws restrict 
this right. Employers can do as they please and workers can do little to stop them. Workers face 
heavy penalties for taking strike action. Even a 10 minute stop work meeting can result in tough 
punishments.

The Issue
The right to strike is an internationally recognised human right. The United Nations’ International 
Covenant on Economic (FWO), Social and Cultural Rights of 1966 requires Governments to ensure that 
workers have a right to strike.

Our Government ratified the Covenant in December 1975, but you wouldn’t know it because our laws 
are in the interests of big business at the expense of working people.

Under our laws, strikes can only happen during bargaining. At all other times they are unlawful.

Even during bargaining there are too many hurdles. Before workers can take a bargaining 
strike they must:

• Not be covered by a current enterprise agreement.

• Be in the process of bargaining for an enterprise agreement.

• Not be making claims for others by pattern bargaining.

• Prove that they are genuinely trying to reach agreement.

• Hold a secret ballot.

• Give their employer three clear days notice of the strike.

• And if workers make it that far, employers can retaliate by locking them out without giving notice 
and for as long as they want.

• If a strike happens outside of bargaining then workers and their unions face dire consequences.
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The employer can:

• Get an automatic order from the Fair Work Commission (FWC) requiring a return to work.

• Get injunctions from Federal and State Courts.

• Discipline workers or sack them.

• Sue unions and workers for contempt of court if orders or injunctions are not followed to the letter.

• Sue the workers and their union under various laws for fines up to $10,800 for workers. 
and $54,000 for unions.

• Seek compensation against workers and their unions for lost revenue.

Even if the employer doesn't want to take legal action, government agencies, such as the Fair Work 
Ombudsman (FWO) and the Australian Building and Construction Commission (ABCC) can.

Our laws haven’t always been this way. For most of the 20th century there were no fines for workers 
who took strike action. Instead the laws protected workers from victimisation for taking industrial 
action. It was illegal to sack someone for going on strike.

The International Labour Organisation (ILO) has found on numerous occasions that our protected 
action laws breached international obligations to protect the right to strike. The ILO has repeatedly 
emphasised that the ability to go on strike should not only apply during industrial disputes over 
collective agreements. The right to strike extends to enabling workers to express their dissatisfaction 
through industrial action with economic and social policy matters that affect their interests.

In Australia today industrial action is hardly ever taken. There may be a right to strike in limited 
circumstances during bargaining, but in practice there is no right to strike, except for exceptional 
circumstances.

Case Study : MV Portland
In the 1980s there were 130 Australian vessels plying trade around Australian ports. Today there are 
13. It’s cheaper to use foreign vessels because foreign vessels flying flags of convenience don't have 
to pay fair wages. In 2015 Alcoa decided it no longer wanted to use the Australian flagged vessel the 
MV Portland to transport alumina from Western Australia to its Victorian smelter. Australian seafarers 
had worked the route for 27 years. Alcoa wanted to reduce its transport costs by using a cheaper 
foreign flagged vessel.

When the seafarers refused to sail the ship to where it was to be scrapped, they faced the full force 
of the law. First, the company went to the FWC for a stop work order. The FWC ordered the 38 
seafarers to sail the vessel. The seafarers turned up for work but refused to sail for two months. 
In the middle of the night security guards stormed the ship, removed the Australian crew, and a 
foreign crew sailed to Singapore.

The FWO commenced proceedings in the Federal Court, seeking multiple penalties of $10,800 for 
each of the workers and $54,000 for the union. It alleged that the union and the workers disobeyed 
FWC orders. The FWO also sought compensation on behalf of the company. The seafarers had lost 
their livelihoods, had little chance of finding work in a shrinking industry, and were now faced with 
legal action and fines for exercising their right to strike.
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Wage Theft &  
Workers Rights

Wage theft – the new model for big business
About
Stealing is wrong, and yet every year thousands of Australian workers are robbed. They are the 
victims of wage theft. Wage theft, through employers deliberately underpaying workers and refusing 
to pay mandatory superannuation, is affecting thousands of workers every year. It is employers 
stealing money from workers pockets. 

The Issues
The current laws make wage theft too easy and the punishment too light. Wage theft is now so 
common that in some places it’s the business model. There are business owners all over Australia 
getting rich by stealing from their staff and the current industrial laws make it far too easy. 

There are many examples that have come to light in recent months. Wage theft is rapidly becoming 
business as usual. 

It is too hard for union officials to inspect the wage records to keep employers honest.

According to Industry Super Australia, a staggering one-third of eligible Australian workers are 
being underpaid super. This is 2.4 million workers collectively having $3.6 billion a year stolen from 
them each year.  This is another case of wage theft that will impact workers for decades to come, 
decimating the right to dignity in retirement to which all working Australians are entitled.

Recovering wages through the courts is difficult. It’s costly and drawn out process. Recovering 
superannuation through the tax office is even harder. It’s just more evidence that the system is 
broken. We need to change the rules.
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Case Studies: Underpayment of workers
Over the past few years wage theft has become common across Australia. Every week we hear 
about a new big name being caught stealing from their workers through underpayment of wages. 
Some recent examples are:

George Calombaris – The MasterChef celebrity was recently caught underpaying staff $2.6 million 
in overtime across his restaurant empire. Calombaris and his business partners were putting 
employees on low salaries and then pressuring them to work long hours with no overtime so that 
their pay would be less than a casual worker being paid on an hourly basis. Calombaris also failed to 
pay superannuation to workers. 

7-Eleven – The international company was systematically underpaying thousands of workers 
and then, once caught, pretended to pay workers full wages but was actually making employees 
pay back a portion of their wages in cash. A 7-Eleven internal survey taken in July and August 
2015 indicated that 69 per cent of franchisees had payroll issues, including fraud. It was remarked 
at the time that “the business model will only work for the franchisee if they underpay or overwork 
employees”. Some franchise owners were accused of physically threatening workers who 
complained. The amount of stolen wages in 7-Eleven was estimated at over $110 million.

Domino’s – Systematically underpaid workers by hundreds of thousands of dollars over years.

Pizza Hut – Deliberate underpaying, misclassification and denial of entitlements for delivery drivers. 
Of the 34 franchisees, 24 were found to be breaching workplace laws, while only two were meeting 
all of their legal obligations to delivery staff. Some staff were being paid as low as $5.70 an hour.

Caltex petrol stations – An audit of franchise stations found that almost 80 per cent were 
underpaying their staff. Caltex was required to establish a $20 million fund for repayment of workers, 
but didn’t admit to any wrong-doing.

Bakers Delight – by using an outdated EBA, Bakers Delight was paying some staff as little 
as $8 an hour.

Wollongong Businesses - a Fairfax Investigation aided by a young local unionist in Wollongong 
discovered dozens of businesses within a couple of kilometres of each other were stealing wages 
from employees through under payments.
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Dispute 
Resolution

Simple disputes can’t be resolved
About
Under the current workplace laws, big business have too much power over working people.

The law used to allow for conciliation, and, if necessary, a decision could be reached by an 
independent umpire.

Disputes were sorted out easily and quickly, either on the job, or in the FWC.

The Issues
Under our current laws:

• Industrial action is severely restricted.

• Delegates rights are waning so it’s harder to resolve disputes on the job.

• Union officials’ right of entry has been pared back so it’s more difficult for organisers to get on the 
job to help resolve disputes.

• The Commission has lost the power to arbitrate.

• Employers can act unfairly with impunity.

• If an employer breaches an award or an agreement the only remedy is through lengthy, 
complicated and expensive court processes.

Even when an agreement has a disputes resolution procedure, the FWC may only be 
able to conciliate.

Arbitration clauses in agreements are not compulsory. Employers are increasingly refusing to put 
arbitration clauses into agreements, making the arbitration of disputes voluntary.

During an agreement, industrial action is illegal. It is only available to press claims in bargaining for a 
new agreement.
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Workers have less power to protest unfair actions by their employer. The law is so unfair, that any 
stoppage of work will result in four hours’ pay being docked. That means a 10 minute stop work 
meeting to discuss a workplace issue sees workers lose four hours’ pay.

When people don’t get paid properly, the FWC lacks the power to step in. It can’t arbitrate or make 
orders. This applies to disputes about agreement rights, award rights and the National Employment 
Standards.

Instead, unions have to take employers to court. Even the simplest court cases are complex, time 
consuming and costly. The simplest dispute can get lost in a maze of litigation.

It’s one thing to have entitlements on paper but that’s no use if they can’t be enforced. Our laws have 
made it difficult to enforce rights. Unions’ right of entry has been restricted. The balance of power has 
shifted away from workers.

This has to change. Court action is drawn out, expensive and doesn’t work to keep rogue employers 
in line. There needs to be a better way to protect our hard fought entitlements.

Case Study: South32
The Appin Underground Mine near Wollongong has an enterprise agreement which provides for a 
laundry service. Eighteen months into the agreement the company had failed to provide employees 
with that entitlement. The union took the employer to the FWC to have the dispute resolved. The FWC 
couldn’t resolve the dispute. The employees held a protest. After a 10 minute meeting they decided to 
attend a pre-shift meeting in their underwear. This wasn’t enough to resolve the dispute either.

Instead:

• The union is suing the company for breach of agreement.

• The company deducted the employees’ pay for 4 hours for taking unprotected industrial action 
over the 10 minute meeting.

• The union is disputing the deduction of the pay.

• The delegate who organised the protest was sacked.

• The union is running an unfair dismissal claim.

The dispute over the laundry allowance hasn't been resolved. What should have been a simple 
resolution has been lost in a quagmire of litigation.
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Enterprise 
Bargaining

Enterprise Bargaining is Broken
About
The rules around enterprise bargaining are too restrictive and bosses have found ways to exploit 
them. They use tactics such as outsourcing, offshoring, labour hire, terminating agreements, no stake 
agreements, and more, to avoid paying fair wages and conditions. Bosses have an unfair advantage 
over workers.

The Issue
The enterprise bargaining system was intended to provide workers with fair wages and conditions 
in exchange for business improving productivity.

While companies have enjoyed increased productivity, they’ve failed to share those benefits with 
workers. They’ve just lined their pockets. Profits have soared, wages have not.

Big business has too much power and working people are paying the price.

Enterprise agreement rates were supposed to replace award rates. Award rates have stagnated and 
now there is a large gap between award agreement rates of pay.

Workers are being forced off agreements and back onto the basic award. Since 2009 the number 
of Enterprise Agreements has dropped by 31 per cent, and there has been a 13 per cent drop in the 
number of workers covered by agreements, according to the Workplace Agreements Database 
maintained by the Department of Employment.

Companies are now seeking new ways of reducing wages and conditions.

They do this in a number of ways, such as:

• Undermining the nature of the employment relationship by exchanging employees 
for independent contractors.

• Engaging labour hire companies instead of hiring staff directly.

These practices undermine employment relationships and avoid existing agreement terms 
and conditions.



Authorised by S McManus, ACTU Secretary, 365 Queen St, Melbourne, 3000. ACTU D No. 66/2017 page 13

Other companies use the existing rules to reduce wages and conditions during bargaining by:

• Refusing to offer any pay rise unless other terms and conditions are traded off.

• Stalling bargaining for long periods to effectively freeze wages.

• Threatening to terminate existing agreements and dropping wages to award rates if employees 
do not vote up a proposal that otherwise cuts terms and conditions.

The enterprise bargaining system was supposed to provide workers access to better pay 
and conditions.

Case Study: CUB – contracting out and no-stake agreements
In early 2009 CUB decided to contract out its maintenance workforce. The workers were transferred 
to a new employer and maintenance unions were forced to negotiate a new agreement. In 2014 a 
new contractor was appointed and the workforce was transferred again. Another agreement, which 
maintained industry conditions, was struck in November 2015.

In June 2016 CUB decided to appoint a new contractor. This time the workers, some of whom had 
40 years’ experience at the brewery, were told they could re-apply for their jobs. The new contractor 
had a non-union agreement which was voted on years before by three casual employees with no 
connection to the CUB site whatsoever. The agreement represented a 65 per cent cut in wages and 
conditions. The three non-union casuals who made the agreement had no stake in CUB but their 
agreement set the terms and conditions to apply at the brewery.

The dispute was resolved after a successful campaign run by the maintenance unions. 
The workers were invited to return to work at their previous positions on fair and decent union 
terms and conditions.
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Penalty 
Rates

Penalty rates pay cut for 700,000 workers
About
Corporations and their conservative allies in politics have been attacking the concept of the working 
week for over 30 years. It’s been a centrepiece of their trickle down economic theory that asks us to 
believe that if we take money from workers and give it to corporations somehow we will all benefit.

One quarter of Australia’s workforce works on the weekend. They give up time with family and 
friends and miss out on special occasions with their loved ones. Penalty rates compensate people 
for working these unsociable hours when the rest of us are enjoying time off work. For many working 
people, the penalty rates they are paid are the difference between making ends meet and financial 
ruin. They should be protected. The penalty rates they earn allow these workers just to survive.

Our work rules were supposed to prevent pay cuts for Australian workers, but, if some employers 
have the option of cutting penalty rates from 1 July, the rules are clearly broken. 

The decision
In late 2016 a group of 11 large employer associations, including the Australian Hotels Association, 
Clubs Australia, Australian Business, Restaurant and Catering Industry Australia, the Australian 
Industry Group, the Australian Retailers Association, and the Pharmacy Guild of Australia, argued that 
weekend and public holiday penalty rates in awards should be cut. They were supported by a range 
of conservative politicians.

On 23 February, 2017, the FWC, applying the rules relating to award reviews, accepted much of what 
the employers had said and made the decision to cut penalty rates across four industry awards:

• Hospitality Industry (general)

• Fast Food

• Pharmacy

• General Retail

The decision cut Sunday and public holiday penalty rates for workers on these awards 
by between 25 per cent and 50 per cent.

The public holiday penalty rate cuts take full immediate effect from the first public holiday after 1 July, 
2017, and cuts to Sunday rates will be phased in over three to four years, depending on the award, 
locking in cuts year after year.

Importantly, employers can continue to pay current penalty rates – they are not required to apply 
penalty rates cuts.
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Who is affected?
700,000 workers across the retail, pharmacy, hospitality and fast food sectors - who don’t have 
an EBA in place - can have their take home pay reduced if their employers decide to cut their 
penalty rates.

At the same time, workers with an EBA are losing their safety net. Employers are already queuing 
up to cut penalty rates for workers once EBAs expire.

The penalty rates decision could spread to other industries – like healthcare, the energy sector, 
construction – any industry where people work on weekends. In fact, some employers are already 
arguing for reduced penalty rates in their industries.

How much do workers stand to lose?
Some of Australia’s lowest paid workers are affected by the penalty rates decision.

They could lose up to $77 a week just from the cuts to Sunday penalty rates, and each 
worker could lose another $40 to $60 for every public holiday. That’s a big hit to already 
tight household budgets.

Research from the McKell Institute shows the impact of these cuts on our communities 
will be massive:

• Workers in regional Australia stand to lose up to $667 million dollars in wages every year, money 
they will no longer spend in local shops and businesses. Even worse, 43 per cent of the money cut 
from workers’ wages will go straight to corporate headquarters in the big cities or overseas.

• Workers in urban areas will lose even more - $760 million dollars in wages every year after the 
penalty rates changes are fully implemented. That’s money that these workers need to buy local 
goods and services.

• Australian workers will lose $1.42 billion in wages each year due to this one decision.

If cuts to penalty rates spread to other industries, the hit to Australian workers’ pay packets will be in 
the order of $14 billion every year, according to The Centre for Future Work at The Australia Institute. 
The flow-on effect to local economies would be devastating. These cuts hurt, given that workers tend 
to spend a higher proportion of their income locally. 

Case Study
Margarita is 58 year old woman from Melbourne who works as a hotel cleaner 38 hours a week. 
Margarita works eight hours on Sunday because penalty rates mean she can earn a little more. She 
is award-reliant, meaning she is receiving the minimum wage she can be paid for her work. Once the 
penalty rate cuts are fully implemented, she will be losing $2,000 a year – a lot to lose for someone 
who works so hard for not much money. 
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Insecure 
Work

Insecure Work in Australia
About
Australians work is becoming less secure. Only 60 per cent of workers are in full or part-time ongoing 
employment. The rest – around four million workers – are engaged either as casuals, on short-term 
contracts, in labour hire, or as “independent” contractors.

The Issues
Casual work was originally limited to those rare cases where an employer could not cover the 
workload with permanent workers because of unforeseen workload peaks or temporary short term 
staff shortages. It was closely regulated in awards and agreements to protect permanent work.

Today things have changed. Employers use casual and other insecure work arrangements to cover 
entire work functions. For many employers, it’s now a business model. Our work laws have made 
it more and more difficult to protect permanent work. The result is an emerging class of workers 
without jobs they can count on. They have no sick leave, no holidays, no job security, little bargaining 
power and severely reduced capacity to get home loans. Casualisation and insecure work have led 
to Australia having more inequality now than at any time on record.

The rules need to change to make our jobs, and our lives, more secure.

Case Study: Gabrielle’s Story
Gabrielle was employed part time as an administration assistant for the University of Ballarat TAFE but 
was desperately looking for full-time work. She applied for a role through a national labour hire company. 
The casual job was 38 hours a week and had no sick leave or annual leave entitlements. The labour hire 
company would assign her to different host employers to fill temporary positions. She worked in labour 
hire for a year, before returning to her old workplace on a fixed-term contract, which she hopes to turn 
into permanent, full-time employment.

The experience of casual employment through labour hire has left a bitter taste in her mouth;

“Trying to find a job today that is permanent is like trying to get blood out of a stone,”

 “We can’t go on a holiday. I am scared to get a cold or get sick because I can’t take time off work. During 
a forced period of leave at [the labour hire company], I found two weeks of work at my old job because I 
couldn’t survive without the pay. We always have to pay bills in instalments. We have done this for so long 
now I forget what it’s like to get a bill and just pay it.”

For 38 hours of work a week, the labour hire job came with no entitlements but the firm enforced 22 days 
unpaid annual leave each year. The purpose, she believes, was to avoid the requirement that after a 
period of time, employees must be transferred to regular, full-time employment. Casual employment 
provided no income security.
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Minimum 
Wage

Our minimum wage has workers living in poverty
About
For almost 100 years Australia’s minimum wage was about workers’ standard of living. That’s 
no longer the case. Today the minimum wage is decided by a panel of ‘experts’ dominated by 
economists. The result is that the minimum wage has fallen badly behind and no longer protects 
working families from poverty. 

The Issues
In this year’s minimum wage review the ACTU sought an increase of $45 per week, while business 
groups, whose profits are soaring, argued for between no pay rise at all and $10.10 per week.  The 
expert panel said that raising the minimum wage won’t cost jobs but only awarded $22.20. 
The ACTU argued that common sense should prevail, and that more pay to workers will give people 
more money to spend in their communities, and that more spending would create more jobs.   

This is a big problem
Since 1998, the minimum wage has fallen below the widely accepted poverty line of 60 per cent of 
median earning. The expert panel said in its latest decision that they “acknowledge that the increase 
we propose to the award will not lift all award-reliant employees out of poverty”. A country that has 
enjoyed 26 years of uninterrupted economic growth should not leave workers in poverty.

Women are more likely to be on minimum or award wages, widening and deepening the 
gender pay gap. 

Case Study
Nathaniel is 23 years old and works at a pharmacy in Melbourne, trying to survive on 
the minimum wage.

While Nathaniel’s employer has said it will not pass on the Sunday and public holiday penalty rate cuts 
to current employees, he said his low wage was making it difficult to keep up with household bills and he 
was going to have to work more to survive.

“When you live on the minimum wage, you are really just trying to survive. It’s difficult to keep food on the 
table and lights switched on. I make lots of sacrifices, and that’s just to get by, 
I’m not saving anything. It’s really stressful.”

Authorised by S McManus, ACTU Secretary, 365 Queen St, Melbourne, 3000. ACTU D No. 66/2017
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Modern 
Workplaces

Modern workplaces, Modern rights
Life is not all about work. Many of the significant gains made by working people and the union 
movement in the past — the eight hour day, weekends, annual leave, paid parental leave, sick and 
carer’s leave — have been fought for and won in recognition that being able to spend quality time 
with family, and being able to support them when circumstances call, is the essence of a good life.

In the last two decades the nature of work and families has changed significantly.  The demands of 
modern life means that many Australian families are, and need to be, double income households.

In 2016 there were
• 12 million working Australians.

• About 5.6 million families living as a couple, of which 53.5 per cent 
are families with both partners working.

• Nearly one million sole parent families.

• 2.7 million carers, of which 53.7 per cent were employed.

Our workplace laws haven’t kept up with the changing nature of work and family responsibilities and 
we see now more than ever a work-life collision. Millions of families are juggling paid work with the 
responsibility for parenting young children and/or caring for ill, disabled or aging family members.

Both women and men regard work, parenthood and caring as important in their lives.

We know that a significant number of men - especially young fathers - desire greater access to 
flexible work arrangements than they currently have.

But women still carry the vast majority of caring responsibility across their entire work life. The table 
on the next page illustrates the impact juggling work and family has on a woman’s career compared 
with men’s.

Facts
• Employment Ratio 66.6 per cent men & 55.7 per cent women = gender 

participation gap of 11 per cent

• Gender Pay Gap = 16 per cent

• Superannuation Gap = 53 per cent (by aged 50yrs)

• Parenting = Approximately 55 per cent of women work part-time 
(with children under 15yrs)

• Caring = 71.8 per cent all primary carers are women
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We believe both women and men should have the right to secure, good quality working hours for 
parenting and/or caring responsibilities when they need them. Parents or carers have a right to go 
back to their previous hours after their family responsibilities cease or are reduced.

In our current system employers have all the power.  Workers can request flexible working 
arrangements, but employers can refuse, and workers have no right of appeal.  While some 
employers have a part-time/flexible working policy, often employer discretion and business needs 
over-ride the health and wellbeing of workers and their families.

In order to support families we must shift the balance between employers and workers.  For too long 
our system has started from a point that assumes workers will be available to work full-time. Any 
worker’s attempt to reconcile work and family commitments must justify departure from that “norm”.

The ACTU have applied to the FWC for a new right for workers to temporarily reduce their working 
hours to help them better manage their work and family commitments. 

We need to change the rules so workers can reconcile work and family responsibilities and align 
workplace norms to the reality of modern working families.

Reference	-	Austen,	S,	The	Effects	of	Parenthood	and	other	Care	Roles	on	Men’s	and	Women’s	Labour	Force	Participation	

and	Experiences	of	Paid	Work,	May	2017,	at	p	25	

Figure	25:	Employment	Transitions	Across	Household	Situations	Associated	with	Parenthood	in	HILDA,	2001-2015,		

per	cent	of	all	transitions,	by	Gender	
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Case Study
When workers are supported in arrangements that suit their family responsibilities and their 
commitment to paid work we know that the worker, their family and the employer benefit overall.

Frank works in Emergency Services and his partner, Amy, works part time at a community 
organisation. They have three children, one has autism and another suffers from mental illness. 
Frank’s working hours were having a negative effect on his family. He needed to have more time at 
home to spend quality time with his children and share parenting with Amy, to ease the burden she 
had taken on due to the demanding nature of his work.

Frank requested working arrangements that would reduce his hours and ensure he could be at home 
every evening and every second weekend.  This request was granted by his employer.  Amy then 
planned her working roster to align with Frank’s, optimising their ability to share care for their children. 
Early signs are that there are already improvements in their child’s mental health and the family’s  
overall wellbeing.

Gender Equality 
The work-life collision of juggling paid work and family responsibilities disproportionately 
impacts women. 

The majority of the work caring for young children, elderly parents or family members with an illness 
or disability is borne by women.

Shouldering these unpaid responsibilities has long term, negative consequences for a woman’s 
lifetime earnings, job security, career path and retirement savings: “motherhood pay penalty”.  This is 
in stark contrast to men’s attachment to the workforce. 

Women already represent the majority of low-paid, award dependent workers with less bargaining 
power in the workplace.

In the current system, part-time and casual work is structured for the benefit of employers not 
workers. The lack of access to flexible working hours plays a large role in the continuing gender 
pay gap, discrimination during pregnancy and on return to work with high levels of occupational 
downgrading.

The gender pay gap has stubbornly been between 15 per cent and 19 per cent for the past two 
decades, and workplace laws have not been adequate enough to close it.
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Temporary 
visa workers

No Labour market testing and exploited foreign workers
About
Our temporary overseas working visa system is broken. In a workforce of 12 million people there 
are 1.3 million people in Australia on temporary working visas. These workers are highly vulnerable 
to exploitation, from unpaid and stolen wages to modern slavery. Bosses sometimes confiscate 
passports and tightly control work, transport and accommodation arrangements. A whistleblower 
risks immediate deportation.

The Issue
This government refuses to ensure job opportunities for local workers, while allowing dodgy 
employers to exploit workers from overseas. Over the last decade there has been a steep incline in 
the number of overseas workers, and an increase in the reports of their exploitation.

Right now there are 1.8 million temporary visa holders in Australia, and up to 1.3 million of whom have 
working rights. The temporary work visa program is virtually uncapped and has been growing in size 
for a number of years, without any regard for the jobs of Australians. 

No support for local jobs and no protection for overseas workers 

We need to maximise jobs and training opportunities for local workers, regardless of background or 
country of origin, and ensure they have the right to access new opportunities. Employers should not 
be able to opt for overseas workers without first investing in training and making an effort to see if a 
local worker is available.

The current system allows good employers to be undercut by dodgy employers who exploit 
overseas workers.

Labour market testing, where an employer tries to recruit local workers before looking for overseas 
workers, has been watered down. Now, employers only have to place a single ad on Facebook or 
their own company website for a single day, before they can fill a position with an overseas visa 
worker. The Government is even removing the few requirements that currently exist, allowing big 
companies exemptions in free trade deals. 

Without genuine labour market testing, it is impossible for government, the community, and affected 
workers to be assured that local workers have priority.
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Overseas Worker Exploitation 
Employers breach their visa sponsorship obligations, and exploit overseas workers, 
a number of ways:

• Under-payment of wages.

• Excessive working hours.

• Workplace bullying.

• Attempts by employers to recover costs such as accommodation and food.

• Employers offering to sponsor workers for permanent residency for a fee up to $50 000.

• Exorbitant charges and interest payments on loans for visa holders to be placed in jobs.

• Salary deductions to pay for migrant agent fees on the promise of getting permanent residency.

• Workers nominated to work in skilled occupations and then being required to perform unskilled 
work on a regular or permanent basis.

• Threats from employers to not join a union, including contracts that visa workers are forced to 
sign stipulating they can be sacked for talking to a trade union.

Case Study : China Australia Free Trade Agreement 
In June 2016 a Fairfax special investigation revealed that Chinese workers — some of the first to come 
to Australia under the China Australia Free Trade Agreement — were exploited and paid a fraction of 
their legal entitlements.

Seven workers arrived in Melbourne to work on a luxury apartment development in Richmond 
for $US75 a day, a dodgy arrangement that saw them being employed and paid by a Chinese 
company, even though they were working in Australia. Safety certification to work on Australian 
construction sites was gained two days before they arrived, via an online, multiple choice test.

The first workers were granted subclass 400 visas under the free trade deal and were paid well below 
the Australian minimum wage. They received no penalty rates or superannuation, despite working 
six days a week.

The first workers brought to Australia under the China free trade agreement were exploited, 
underpaid, and placed in a workplace without proper training and knowledge of basic safety 
standards. 

We have seen more stories of abuse and exploitation, such as the 7 Eleven and Domino’s 
worker exploitation scandals. More cases are certain to follow. 
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ABCC

The ABCC: Too much power over working people
About
The Australian Building and Construction Commission (ABCC) is a Government body intended to 
bully building, transport and maritime workers. It is trying to silence workers by intimidating them. 
Some basic rights have been stripped away and workers are threatened with criminal offenses. 
Wages and conditions are being taken away by administrative action. The ABCC is an all-out attack 
on workers and their unions.

There are over one million people who work in the construction industry in Australia. The ABCC has 
extraordinary powers to deny workers the right to silence. If workers refuse to comply, they could be 
sent to jail.

The issues
The ABCC also denies workers the right to a safe workplace. It stops claims for:

• A safe number of staff on worksites.

• Enough people with the right skills and training to undertake dangerous types of work.

• Ensuring labour hire workers are paid the same as other workers.

It also stops:

• Managers and union representatives easily meeting on worksites.

• Caps on the amount of safe overtime worked per day.

• Going to the FWC to determine many disputes 
(such as disputes about rostering or leave).

Fines under the ABCC Act are triple the usual fines. Workers could face fines of $36,000 if they stand 
up for their rights. Unions could face fines of $180,000.

Workers can be compelled to attend private interrogations, where they have no right to silence. 
If they refuse to comply, they could even be sent to jail.
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When the ABCC operated previously, as a forerunner to WorkChoices, workplace fatalities increased 
and workers were pursued aggressively. The Government wants to use the ABCC as a model for 
other industries.

The Government has a bill before Parliament right now to extend the secret interrogation laws to any 
worker, in any industry. The building and construction industry is a dangerous industry that sees too 
many workers lose their lives. Sham contracting, phoenixing and underpayment of workers is rife.

But construction companies and property developers donate a lot of money to the Liberal Party, 
so the odds are always stacked against workers.

Case Study: ABCC prosecutes CFMEU officials over women’s amenities
Shirley, a 45 year old construction worker, had been working on a job site for several months 
when two CFMEU officials conducted a visit.

The officials discovered there weren’t women’s bathrooms on site`. Instead a “protocol” had been set 
up that required Shirley to tell the site manager every time she needed the toilet. He would then send 
a male co-worker with her to stand outside while she used the bathroom.

The CFMEU informed the site manager and the builder that this was not a dignified solution to the 
problem and didn’t protect Shirley right to privacy.

Following the CFMEU site visit, the ABCC launched a prosecution against the two officials for their 
actions on the day. They are both now facing large fines for simply standing up for a worker and 
saying there should improve amenities.

The CFMEU officials are accused of unlawful conduct and “standing over” a subcontractor to 
get women’s toilets on site. The ABCC is pursuing both the union and officials through the 
Federal Court.
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Asbestos

Asbestos in Australia, a legacy of corporate power 
About
The laws preventing asbestos coming into Australia are broken, and multinational companies 
continue to import this deadly substance. Australia is still dealing with the deadly legacy of 
asbestos. Two people will die every day from Mesothelioma and the deaths caused by exposure 
are still yet to peak.

One third of all homes in Australia contain asbestos, as do our schools, hospitals and government 
buildings. This problem is not going away, and because big business has too much power over 
government, it’s still being imported into the country. 

The Issues
There are no effective laws that hold importer or companies to account. The current legislation fails 
to stop importers, builders or traders who deliberately or inadvertently bring asbestos into Australia. 

The Government lacks the resources to properly police noncompliant building products, 
machinery and other goods coming into Australia, inspecting less than five per cent of imports 
shows. The Government lacks the desire to do what it takes to ensure asbestos is prevented from 
entering our homes sand communities. 

Many building products come from countries with unreliable or flawed standards. Take China, where 
the manufacturing and use of asbestos is legal. An “asbestos free” product in China can still contain 
up to five per cent of the deadly product.

The China-Australia Free Trade Agreement (ChAFTA) will make it easier to import goods from 
China and this will most likely make things worse because China lacks the protections Australia has 
put in place. 

Since the 2003 asbestos ban came into effect, only two companies have been fined for importing 
asbestos and they’ve been fined a mere $150,000 in total.

Case Study: Asbestos in our hospitals 
Asbestos has been recently discovered in building materials at two building site, the redevelopment 
of Perth’s Royal Children’s Hospital and 1 William St, Brisbane, putting hundreds of workers and their 
families at risk.

The company supplying the materials, Yuanda Australia, has also supplied another 50 building 
sites around the country. 

In 2016, children’s crayons in stores across Australia were also found to contain asbestos. These 
crayons belonged to popular brands, like Disney, who were manufacturing their products in China. 
In June 2017, another iconic local company, Australian Portable Camps, were found to have illegally 
imported cement fibre from China that was contaminated with white asbestos.

Authorised by S McManus, ACTU Secretary, 365 Queen St, Melbourne, 3000. ACTU D No. 66/2017
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Stump 
Speech

Yes, we will change the rules.
The problem
The rules that made Australia fair are broken.

Inequality is at a 70-year high.

Trickle down economics has meant the rich have just got richer.

Our jobs have been casualised, offshored and outsourced.

Wage growth is the lowest it’s been since records have been kept, but profits went up 
40 per cent last year.

The richest 1 per cent of Australians owns more wealth than the bottom 70 per cent of Australians.

Because some people now have too much wealth and power the rules no longer work.

The answer
Working people need more power to swing the pendulum back.

Working people need better and stronger rights at work to keep up with the growing power of 
employers and to reverse growing inequality.

The rules need to be re-written to achieve this.

Broken tax rules
• Dodging taxes is now a business model for multinationals and the very rich.

• 478 profitable companies who operate in Australia paid no tax in 2016.

• 48 Australian millionaires paid no tax, not even the Medicare levy.

• 19 millionaires spent an average of $1 million each on accountants and lawyers to manage their 
tax. This too is tax deductible.

You and I each pay more tax than these multinationals and these millionaires.

These unpaid taxes should be going into our schools, our hospitals and our pensions.

Our tax rules not longer ensure everyone pays their fair share of tax.
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Broken rights at work
Just like tax dodging, avoiding or ignoring worker’s rights is now a business model.

40 per cent of people are in insecure work. ABNs, casualisation, labour hire are a way of avoiding 
workers rights like paid leave and more risk and stress onto working people.

Wage theft is now a business model because our weak laws allow employers to get away with it – 
from celebrity chefs to multinational pizza chains.

Our minimum wage, once a living wage for a family, is now only $36,134 which is not enough to keep 
one person out of poverty.

Our bargaining system is broken. Employers are getting agreements cancelled and enterprise based 
bargaining does not always let workers bargain with who really has the power.

It is expensive and time consuming to enforce the rights as the FWC has very limited powers 
to arbitrate.

We have one of the most restrictive rights to strike in the OECD.

Our award safety-net is falling behind and the penalty rates decision cut it even further.

We can re-write the rules
We need to build a movement of people to rewrite the rules to bring fairness back. Australian unions 
will lead this fight, but we need working people to join us.

We need strong enough rights to protect our jobs from being casualised, to protect our wages and to 
turn around inequality.

This will not be easy. Those with the power won’t just agree.

But it was never easy. It wasn’t easy for our parents and grandparents when they fought for our rights 
and living standards that built our way of life.

Call to action
To win we need to build a movement and get the public onside.

We all need to tell the story of inequality and broken rules. Explain that the rules that once 
protected our jobs and rights are not strong enough because too much wealth and power is 
in the hands of a few.

Explain that the answer is a strong union movement that demands our politicians rewrite the rules 
and can keep employers power in check.

Ask your workmates, friends and family to join their union.

Then, when you see examples of the rules being broken, call it out on social media, to your 
workmates, friends and family. Real life examples bring it home to people and move public opinion.

Once we build our movement, we will need to fight for the solutions.

This won’t be won overnight, we want to change it for the next generation.

But we are the Australian union movement that built fairness before, together we can do it again.
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Change the Rules – It’s about real people taking back 
power from corporations
We all want a country that is fair, but right now the rules favour big business and the very rich. 
If we’re going to change the rules, we have to work together.

We have a plan. What we are going to do is to build a powerful movement, and that starts 
by finding the most powerful stories of the impacts of the issues we’re focused on.

We need to find people who have suffered wage theft, are losing their penalty rates or are trying 
to survive on very low wages. We need to find the most powerful examples of people who are 
trying to survive on casual or insecure work, or any of the issues listed below.

Our stories can connect with millions of Australians. They help us come together and define the 
purpose we share.

To grow our movement, we need to collect and share these stories, to show that only by coming 
together can we take our power back. That together, we can change the rules.

Here’s what you need to do
Workers’ Stories

What next?
Go into your community, talk to people and listen to how people have been impacted by the 
excessive power of corporations and the very rich.

Help your movement find the most powerful stories so we can tell them to Australia.

What’s your story about
 Wage theft or enforcement of rights

 Penalty rates

 Low pay

 Casualisation or insecure work

 Dispute settlement

 The right to take action 
 against unfair bosses

Your Contact Details
Name Phone

Email Union

Industry or Company name

 Enterprise bargaining

 Outsourcing or offshoring

 Exploitation of temporary visa workers

 Inequality

 ABCC

 Other
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What happened?

How did it happen?

Who was affected?

When did this occur?

What was the impact /outcome for the working people involved ?

 

australianunions.org.au/yourstoriesSubmit your 
story online 
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The Problem
CDP workers are not actually classified as 
workers. They get well below the minimum wage 
(the dole pays $11.60/hour or $290/week) for 
working for 25 hours a week for non-profit and 
now for-profit businesses.

They are not covered by the Fair Work Act, they 
don’t have Federal OHS protections or workers 
compensation and they can’t take annual leave, 
sick leave or carer’s leave.

Those under the CDP are forced to work up to 
three times longer than city-based jobseekers to 
receive welfare payments.Since July 2015, less 
than 3,500 Indigenous participants found full-time 
or part-time work lasting six months or more.

CDP workers have 70 times the financial penalties 
imposed upon them than non-remote dole 
workers.

Fines for missing activities under CDP – which 
coverers a tiny fraction of the population – 
account for more than half the total penalties 
across the entire welfare system.

What the union movement 
is doing about it?
We are working with CDP workers and the 
community to give a voice to these workers who 
are being exploited.

The First Nations Workers’ Alliance is a new 
organisation which will campaign to end the 
CDP and replace it with a program that works for 
Indigenous people rather than oppressing them.

Launching on Friday 9 June, 2017 at the 
Indigenous Workers Conference in Townsville 
with ACTU Secretary Sally McManus and 
Indigenous Officer Lara Watson.

CDP workers join for free, Indigenous union 
members can get a $26 per annum membership 
and non-Indigenous people can become a 
supporter for $52 per year.

All Australians deserve the opportunity 
to have a good, steady job and 
the dignity of work. The Turnbull 
Government’s Community Development 
Program (CDP) is depriving tens of 
thousands of people of that opportunity. 
It’s punitive, heavy-handed and racially 
discriminatory and the Union movement 
is determined to see it removed.

The (CDP) Community 
Development Program Facts:

The Community Development 
Programme (CDP) covers over 
33,000 unpaid workers.

The Community Development 
Programme (CDP) commenced 
on 1 July 2015.

Of the 33,000 people on the CDP, 
31,000, or 94%, are Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander.
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FIRST NATIONs WORKERS ALLIANCE : FACT SHEET
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