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L
yndy McIntyre has 
experienced it all 
before. The New 
Zealand Nurses’ 
Organisation 

communications advisor says 
Australians can learn from the 
experience of their New Zealand 
neighbours, and continue 
campaigning at a grass-roots level 
to fight the Howard Government’s 
industrial agenda.

When the New Zealand 
government introduced 
employment contracts with 
diminished pay and conditions in 
1991, McIntyre witnessed 
widespread suffering in the 
community. The changes didn’t 
have an impact on all workers 
overnight, and the union 
movement wasted time with its 
head in the sand, not really 
having a strategy, she says.

In 2005 the Australian Council 
of Trade Unions seconded 
McIntyre, who spoke at last year’s 
AEU national conference, to lend 
her expertise to its campaign 
strategies.

She says Australian workers 
can’t afford to wait until they are 
just another disposable 
commodity in the global economy. 

in 2000 and the Act was replaced. 
But voters often have short 
memories. In last year’s general 
election, the right-wing, anti-
worker parties very nearly 
regained power. Only a union-led 
mobilisation of workers, mainly 
from Auckland’s working-class 
suburbs, ensured that the Labour-
led government was re-elected.

The pattern is not confined to 
Australasia. As pro-globalisation, 
right-wing governments steamroll 
workers’ rights and critical social 
programs in many parts of the 
world, grassroots activism is 
making a comeback. Groups 
ranging in size from a few dozen 
to several million people are using 
new communication technology 
as well as dinosaurs such as the 
telephone and talkback radio to 
engage people in campaigns to 
influence change.

The groundswell is underway 
in Australia, and AEU members 
are among its leaders. 

‘Industrial emphysema’
Barry Welch, a regional organiser 
for the Queensland Teacher’s 
Union (QTU), helps coordinate 
more than 500 members in the 
union’s Campaign Action Group. 

The fight to protect workers’ rights is happening at a community level, 
with AEU members leading the way. CYNDI TEBBEL reports.

People 
power

ÃCAMPAIGNING

● Community action is the key 
to successful campaigning 
on industrial and education 
issues.

● AEU members and their 
communities are mobilising 
in innovative ways.

● Australian unions have been 
drawing on New Zealand’s 
experiences to develop 
strategies to fight Howard’s 
IR agenda.

Briefly

That’s why unions, including the 
AEU, are striving to mobilise the 
wider community through activities 
apart from industrial action.

“Only one thing would have 
stopped the Employment 
Contracts Act in New Zealand—

political change. We failed to get 
out there with members and 
equip them to build the move-
ment. People must know what 
they are voting for and how 
political agendas affect them and 
their communities.”

Workers need to take collective 
action and engage with the rest of 
the community to fight for political 
change but that can happen only 
if the unions seek the support of 
their own community and 
activate members, says McIntyre. 
In New Zealand, after nine years 
of the Employment Contracts Act, 
Helen Clark’s more worker-
friendly government was elected 

She was in 
tears, and the 
minister wasn’t 
too far away from 
them.
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