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WHAT UNIONS MUST DO 

T he A u s t r a l i a n 
t r a d e u n i o n 
m o v e m e n t 
h a s s t a r t e d 
the process for 
c r i t i c a l 
e v a l u a t i o n 

a n d d i rect ion of i ts mode of 
operat ion. One of the centra l 
i s s u e s w h i c h h a s r i s e n 
d u r i n g th is c r i t i ca l eva lua
t ion process is that un i ons 
need to expand their service 
prov is ion i n a relevant a n d 
appropriate manner . Most of 
the d i s c u s s i o n s genera ted 
f rom the u n i o n movement 
d u r i n g t h e e v a l u a t i o n 
process has centered on the 
i s s u e of p r o v i d i n g m o r e 
serv ices to members . The 
prov i s i on of d i s c o u n t tele
phone cal ls a n d hea l th care 
i n s u r a n c e are some of the 
s e r v i c e s t h a t a r e b e i n g 
p r o v i d e d a s a way to e n 
c o u r a g e w o r k e r s to j o i n 
u n i o n s as wel l as for ex ist ing 
m e m b e r s to r e n e w t h e i r 
membersh ip . 

Whi l e service prov is ion, and 
i n par t i cu la r relevant service 
d e l i v e r y , i s a n i m p o r t a n t 
component of trade un i ons i n 
Aus t r a l i a , it is also impor tant 

for the u n i o n movement to 
a d d r e s s t h e s o c i a l a n d 
p o l i t i c a l a s p e c t s o f t h e i r 
s t r u c t u r e s a n d work . The 
s o c i a l f o c u s a n d p o l i t i c a l 
s t r u c t u r e s o f t h e u n i o n 
m o v e m e n t h a v e b e e n a 
per iphera l i ssue d u r i n g the 
c r i t i c a l e va lua t i on d i s c u s s -

One pertinent issue 
is the under-

representation of 
migrant women in 
key union positions 
when they are the 

majority of workers 
in certain industries. 
ions. Indeed, the trad i t ional 
Anglo or po l i t ica l framework 
of the u n i o n movement has 
not even received a c r i t i ca l 
ana lys is or even d i scuss ion . 
Th i s reveals that the u n i o n 
m o v e m e n t i s p o l i t i c a l l y 
r e l u c t a n t to c h a n g e i t s 
s t r u c t u r e s . T h e p o l i t i c a l 
i s s u e s o f e t h n i c i t y a n d 

gender have been exc luded 
a n d no t c o n s i d e r e d a s 
important issues to address. 
However, a cons iderat ion of 
these pol i t ica l i ssues wou ld 
make the u n i o n movement 
m o r e a p p r o p r i a t e a n d 
accountable to its member
sh ip . 

In V i c t o r i a , a l m o s t 24 
percent of a l l un ion is t s were 
b o r n i n n o n - E n g l i s h -
s p e a k i n g c o u n t r i e s . T h e 
nat ional figure for A u s t r a l i a 
i s 16 percent . T h i s large 
m i n o r i t y of n o n - E n g l i s h -
s p e a k i n g membe r s s h o u l d 
raise important issues for the 
t rade u n i o n m o v e m e n t to 
c o n s i d e r w h e n d e v e l o p i n g 
polit ical and social strategies. 
Unfortunately, such in forma
tion is ignored and ass igned 
to the dusty bookshelves of 
un ion bureaucrats , so m u c h 
so that dur ing the res t ructur
i n g p r o c e s s t h e s p e c i f i c 
interests and needs of n o n -
E n g l i s h - s p e a k i n g b a c k 
ground (NESB) workers were 
ignored a n d not addressed 
a p p r o p r i a t e l y by u n i o n 
officials. 

V a r i o u s s t u d i e s h a v e 
documented the d i s con t en t 
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that N E S B women have wi th 
u n i o n s . T h e i r c o m p l a i n t s 
inc lude: 
• the lack of specia l services 
to meet the specific needs of 
immigrant women 
• non-pursuance by u n i o n s 
of - the i s s u e s t h a t a r e 
i m p o r t a n t to i m m i g r a n t 
women 
• the low level of par t i c ipa
t ion i n u n i o n s 
• the negative percep t i ons 
he ld by immigrant women of 
their trade un i ons , a n d 
• the u n d e r r e p r e s e n t a t i o n 
o f i m m i g r a n t w o m e n i n 
o f f i c i a l u n i o n p o s i t i o n s , 
relative to their membersh ip . 

Indeed, one of the pert i 
n e n t i s s u e s r a i s e d i s the 
underrepresentat ion of i m m i 
grant w o m e n i n key u n i o n 
pos i t ions compared to their 
overrepresentat ion i n cer ta in 
industr i es . One s u c h indus 
try where N E S B women are 
predominant ly represented is 
the manu fac tu r ing indust ry . 
The manu fac tu r ing indus t ry 
i s c o v e r e d by the T e x t i l e 
C lo th ing and Footwear U n i o n 
( T C F U ) i n M e l b o u r n e . 
Women i n Industry and C o m 
mun i t y Hea l th (WICH) v is i ted 
the T C F U a n d spoke to the 
ass is tant secretary, N u r c a n 
Oz tu rk , on a wide range of 
i s s u e s c o n c e r n i n g N E S B 
women workers a n d the u n 
ion movement. 

N u r c a n Oz tu rk migrated 
to Aus t r a l i a w i th her family 
from Turkey . N u r c a n worked 
i n t he c l o t h i n g i n d u s t r y , 
m a k i n g m a l e a n d f ema l e 
garments. Whi le wo rk ing as 
a n i ndus t r i a l worker she was 

Australian unions, where 
16 percent of members 
are from non-English 

speaking countries, need 
to consider political 

issues of ethnicity and 
gender. Addressing 

these issues would make 
the union movement 
more appropriate and 

accountable to its 
members. 

elected as the shop steward. 
A f t e r s e r v i n g a s a s h o p 
steward she was employed by 
t h e T C F U a s t h e 
O c c u p a t i o n a l H e a l t h a n d 
Tra in ing Officer. N u r c a n was 
re luc tant to under take th i s 
posi t ion as she had no prior 
t ra in ing or experience i n th is 
a r ea . However , the u n i o n 
conv inced her to accept the 
posi t ion. N u r c a n has been i n 
t h e p o s i t i o n o f a s s i s t a n t 

secretary for two years. 
Accord ing to N u r c a n , the 

c lo th ing d iv is ion of the T C F U 
is predominant ly made u p of 
N E S B w o m e n . N u r c a n 
believes that her b r a n c h d id 
n o t m a k e a c o n s c i o u s 
d e c i s i o n for the u n i o n to 
e m p l o y N E S B w o m e n b u t 
rather it is the resul t of the 
p r e d o m i n a n c e of N E S B i n 
t h i s i n d u s t r y . N u r c a n 
b e l i e v e s t h a t t h i s i s a n 
appropriate way for the u n i o n 
to operate. She stated that 
the u n i o n hierarchy had to be 
a r e p r e s e n t a t i v e o f i t s 
membersh ip or else it wou ld 
l o s e c o n t a c t w i t h t h e 
m e m b e r s h i p a n d i s s u e s 
relevant to them. 

N u r c a n pointed out that 
the T C F U was i n a u n i q u e 
p o s i t i o n i n t e rms of b e i n g 
representative of i ts member
sh ip . She pointed out that 
many un ions are s t i l l whi te , 
Ang lo -dominated a n d m a n y 
are resist ing change. 

W ICH believes it is i m 
portant for the trade u n i o n 
movement to provide l ingu i s 
t i c a l l y a n d c u l t u r a l l y 
appropr i a t e r e p r e s e n t a t i o n 
for t h e i r m e m b e r s h i p — i n 
par t icu lar to, N E S B women. 
Th i s is c r u c i a l i f the u n i o n 
movement is to increase its 
relevance to migrant women. 
Source: Women in Industry 

find Community Health, 1995 
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