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Introduction
This series of policy briefs commissioned by the Menzies Research Centre begins with simple questions.

How did the union movement become richer while it membership was declining? And how does advent of cashed-up, 

quasi-incorporated super-unions alter the industrial and political equation?

In this first brief, John Slater puts the discussion into perspective by examining the transformation of the movement’s 

shape and purpose in the last 25 years. The associations of wage earners seeking better employment conditions have 

reinvented themselves as corporate entities driven increasingly by improving conditions for themselves.

Slater’s findings challenge some carefully cultivated myths about unions. They are not, as they portray 

themselves, valiant champions of the poor and downcast. They are rich and powerful special interest groups acting 

chiefly in the interests of well-heeled professionals.

The movement is not out-gunned and out-spent by big business. Their annual revenue has grown by more than 

40 per cent in real terms in the past 14 years and their wealth in assets has trebled. Unlike other businesses they 

pay no tax. It is little wonder that they have a powerful voice in the civic debate since advocacy is their trade.

Their claim that the interests of their members are being harmed by corporate greed is hollow. The majority of their 

workers are employed in the public sector. Others, like those private health or the heavily-unionised construction 

industry, are frequently employed in projects financed in part, or whole, from the public purse. The majority of 

wage settlements negotiated by unions place an increased burden on taxpayers, not shareholders of public 

companies.

Our findings challenge the claim by the Australian Council of Trade Unions (ACTU) that the workplace relations 

system has sidelined unions, causing inequality, wage stagnation and a lack of job security. 

Slater shows how historical changes to the workplace relations system, largely introduced under Labor 
governments, have enabled unions to financially future-proof themselves from further membership decline. The 

Keating Government’s introduction of compulsory superannuation and enterprise bargaining have provided unions 

with lucrative long-term revenue sources that are independent of their membership base. 

Contrary to the ACTU’s claims that they are being squeezed out of effective workplace bargaining, the workplace 

relations system fosters an environment that allows unions to thrive. Far from being the underdog in a contest 

with business interests, unions have adopted a corporate business model that increasingly resembles the big end 

of town they so vocally criticise.

The entrepreneurial instincts of modern unions are admirable in one sense. Yet in so far as they compete against 
the private sector in areas like financial services and job training, they are competing on unfair terms. The tax-free 

status unions share with other benevolent organisations serves as an effective government subsidy. 

Their twin roles as employee advocates in workplace bargaining, and the vendors of services to employers 

introduce a clear conflict of interest that has never been resolved. They negotiate terms and conditions that 

involve the provision of services of which they are the exclusive providers. 

This brief explores the changing status of union members from organisations that chiefly serviced blue-collar 

workers in private and public industries to an overwhelmingly white-collar movement, increasingly concentrated 

in the service sector.

While the proportion of union members in the workforce has shrunk dramatically in most sectors, there has been  a 

substantial increase in the proportion of ticketed members in the health and education sectors. Their influence  has 

been augmented by the amalgamation of smaller trade-based associations into super-unions with industry wide 

clout.

These changes have strengthened the political as well as the industrial power of the movement. Their lucrative 
revenue schemes are plundered by purchase influence. Principally the movement's cash flows to the Labor Party,  
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but increasingly it flows strategically to minor parties, like the Greens, and to independents on the cross benches, 

capable of blocking legislation in hung parliaments or upper houses.

Considerable cash is also used to bankroll activism-for-hire organisations, like GetUp!, and to tame media outlets 

like the on-line journal New Daily financed by union-dominated industry superannuation funds.

One other troubling development in the union business model is the growing resort to so-called law-fare as a 
means of achieving industrial or political aims. It is particularly apparent in the construction sector, where law-

breaking has become an established part of the union's modus operandi. Union leaders openly flout the law 

becoming repeat offenders and racking up multi millions of dollars in fines and legal costs, covered in full by their 

employers.

In any other sector of the economy such behaviour would be intolerable. Most employers would balk at 

recompensing employees for so much as a parking fine. Yet the loose governance of unions is being cynically 

exploited for crude self-advantage.

Unions in Australia are not alone in the developed world in suffering a significant decline in union membership. Yet 

special circumstances in Australia have given the union movement in Australia an exceptional ability to enrich 

themselves and buy exceptional influence in the industrial, political and cultural spheres.

Financial muscle has replaced industrial muscle with devastating effect.

Nick Cater 

Executive Director 

Menzies Research Centre 

September 2018
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Key findings

Workers are voting with their feet

 ― Membership in the union movement’s former blue collar strongholds in manufacturing, transport, warehousing 

and construction has sharply declined in the last 40 years

― Union membership has declined from a peak of 65% of the workforce more than fifty years ago to 14.55% of 

today’s workers. Less than one in ten private sector workers are now union members 

 ― The decline in union membership has been slower in the public sector, where four in ten workers still hold a  

union ticket

Trade union members are largely confined to protected, publicly funded employment

 ― Union membership is now highest in public administration, health, education and public utilities 

 ― These four industries are highly regulated and receive substantial government funding, with the majority of their 

workers employed in the public sector  

 ― They are also shielded from market forces and the effects of globalisation that drive efficiency in other spheres of 

the economy

 ― This means union members are less likely to be adversely affected by the centralised and rigid workplace relations 

system favoured by the ACTU

Unions are a minority special-interest group 

 ― Australians who are self-employed outnumber union members by more than half a million

 ― There are roughly as many workers with permanent employment earning additional income in the gig economy  

as the entire union movement

 ― Baby boomers are twice as likely to hold a union ticket as workers under 25

From blue collar workers to white collar professionals

 ― Health care, education and public sector workers account for 55% of trade union members; up from less than  

a third in 1993

― There are four times as many trade union members employed as managers and professionals as there are 

machinery operators and labourers

 ― The only occupation with more union members today than 1999 are managers, while the number of labourers, 

drivers and machinery operators have all more than halved

 ― The union movement is largely confined to employment that is effectively paid for by taxpayers

Union members: an upwardly mobile middle class

 ― Union members are wealthier, better educated, older and more likely to be in  professional or managerial 

employment than ever before

― The median union worker earns $211 a week more the median non-union member - a difference of $10,972 a year
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― Union members are better educated than non-union members. 38.14% of union members are university educated 

with a bachelor degree or higher compared to 30.9% of non-union members

 ― Union members are overwhelmingly not low-paid or in insecure employment. They are a sophisticated subset  

of employees that are in most respects the opposite of the union movement of previous generations

― The term labour movement has passe its use by date. Unions are a well organised and sophisticated special  

interest group

Union membership has declined because unions are increasingly irrelevant to 
today’s workforce

 ― The primary reason for the decline in trade union membership is changing preferences among workers

 ― Australia’s predominantly skilled, service-based workforce has evolved past the adversarial, conflict-based  

model of industrial relations still championed by the union movement

― The end of closed shops has meant that unlike the past, workers have a genuine choice about whether  

to join a union

 ― The perceived imbalance of bargaining power which previously underpinned high levels of union membership  

is less relevant to today’s workforce

― Workers leave their employment voluntarily in search of better alternatives to losing their job at a rate of  

2.2 to 1, suggesting workers are increasingly confident asserting their own bargaining power

― There is no evidence that individual employment arrangements depress wages compared to collective bargaining

Monetising workers’ representation 

― The workplace relations system has enabled unions to future-proof their business model against further 

membership decline

 ― The introduction of enterprise bargaining and superannuation have provided unions with long-term revenue 

sources independent of their membership

 ― Between 2002/3 and 2016/17, Australia’s 15 unions largest trade unions increased their combined yearly 

revenue from approximately $394,036,400 to $748,379,900, equating to an increase of 89% or an average 
of approximately $26,269,000 for each union 

 ― Over the same period, the total asset wealth of these 15 major unions has nearly trebled, growing from $572.57 

million to a staggering $1.55 billion. This equates to an increase of 170%, or $65 million per union

― The asset wealth of 9 of Australia’s 15 largest trade unions has outpaced the growth of the ASX All Ords Price Index 

since 2003, some by a significant margin

No members? No worries!

 ― The corporatisation of the union business model is illustrated by the fact that union membership barely correlates 

with financial performance

 ― For example, the CEPU has increased its income by 271% - more than any other union - despite experiencing  

a 19% drop in membership

― This exposes the ACTU’s claim that the Fair Work regime is unfavourable to the role of unions as disingenuous.  

Rather, the union business model depends on the privileges the workplace relations system confers upon unions
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 ― Unions remain in the privileged position of not being subject to tax. Unlike comparable businesses they do not 

contribute to the funding of essential services in the community

Unions mimicking the big end of town

 ― The financial performance of some major unions now surpasses some major national companies, for-profits and 

the Australian operations of large multinationals

 ― The combined revenue of Australia’s 15 largest trade unions is greater than the Ray White Group, J.J Richards  

& Sons and Brisbane Airport

 ― The CFMEU’s 2017 income (prior to merging with the MUA) was greater than Greyhound Australia and Fuji  

Xerox Asia Pacific

 ― The combined assets of Australia’s 15 largest trade unions is nearly equal with the market capitalisation of  

Pilbara Mine Limited, and greater than the market capitalisation of Bega Cheese Limited and Seven West  Media 

Limited

Implications for public debate

 ― The trade union movement has no claim to represent low-paid and disadvantaged workers or the mainstream  

of the Australian workforce

 ― Unions represent a minority of workers in well-paid professional or managerial employment

 ― The ACTU’s proposal that union power should be increased to redress the imbalance between employees and  

big business is misleading and self-interested

 ― The lower-paid workers in insecure work that unions do not represent are most likely to be adversely affected  

by a more regulated labour market

 ― The ACTU’s proposals to increase union influence over collective bargaining would enable unions to further 

monetise their privileged role in workplace relations
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Structure of this brief 

Section 1 – workers’ benefits versus institutional self-interest

This section places the debate about the role of unions in workplace relations in context. It  by examines trade 

union decline and the ACTU’s abandonment of pragmatism in favour of campaigning for legislative change to 

boost and entrench union influence in workplace relations. It shows that the ACTU’s radical platform is likely to be 

a workplace relations roadmap for a future Labor government.

Section 2 – unions in the workfoRce: the disappearance of labour from the 
labour movement

This section explores the disappearance of labour from the labour movement. It shows that trade union  

decline has been far less pronounced in sectors with significant government involvement that are shielded from  

competition. It also explores how trade union decline has primarily been caused by employee choice, not anti- 

union workplace laws. 

Section 3 – the changing union member: from blue collar to big government

This section examines the characteristics of the members that make up today’s trade union movement. It shows that 

union members are more professionalised, educated, and well-paid than the average worker, and are predominantly 

employed in occupations supported by government spending. In doing so, it demonstrates that today’s union 

movement is a minority special interest group.

Section 4 – the corporate union business model: monetising workplace relations

This section examines the financial performance of the union movement over the last 15 years. It shows that 

declining membership has not prevented considerable improvement in the union movement’s income and wealth,  

and that in financial terms many unions rival well-known corporations.

Section 5 – case studies in corporate unions

This section provides a closer examination of how unions have leveraged their role in workplace relations to offset 

the financial cost of membership decline through a series of case studies. It further illustrates the union movement’s 

decreasing reliance on membership revenue and its successful monetisation of enterprise bargaining. 

Section 6 – implications for workplace relations reform

This section sets out the false premises behind the union movement’s calls to increase union power in workplace 

relations and discusses the implications for workplace relations debate and reform. 
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1. Workers’ benefits versus institutional
self-interest

1.1 The union movement’s existential crisis

If their health is measured by membership alone, unions are on a path to extinction.  Over the past quarter of  

a century, the proportion of workers belonging to a trade union has fallen from more than half the workforce to  

less than 15 per cent. 

Their members are getting older. The age group most likely to hold a union ticket are workers aged 55-59 – baby 

boomers in the twilight of their working years.1 The popularity of unionism declines with youth, with just 7 per  
cent of workers aged 20 to 24 and four per cent of workers aged 15 to 19 holding a union ticket.2 In a grim omen 

for the union movement’s future, older workers who will retire in the next decade are twice as likely to be union 

members as their millennial children. 

The sheer pace of this decline has transformed Australia’s workforce and industrial landscape. When Paul Keating 

won re-election in 1993, trade unions could claim the title of Australia’s largest movement of voluntary members. 

Representing four in ten workers, union leaders could speak on workplace and economic affairs with an authority 

that justified their position at the forefront of public debate. Today there are 532,900 more self-employed 

Australians than union members.3 What’s more, the number of workers in regular employment who moonlight in 

the gig economy to earn extra cash now roughly equals the size of the unionised workforce.

The movement’s collapse from a mainstay of Australian workplaces to a small minority of workers has been no small 

cause for alarm among union officials and the Australian Labor Party. Among officials and Labor politicians, there is 

growing acknowledgment that without drastic change, union decline may be terminal. 

Responding to revelations in 2015 that private sector union membership had fallen below ten per cent, former 

Australian Council of Trade Unions Assistant Secretary Tim Lyons stated it was “almost impossible to overstate 

what a crisis this is.”4 Lyons followed up with a dire warning: unions needed to change “very quickly or die.”5 A year 

later, then ACTU Secretary Dave Oliver convened a summit of 200 officials aimed at getting unions “serious” about 

developing new strategies to combat their falling membership.6 

On the political side, in early 2018 Mark Butler as Federal Labor Party President delivered a speech urging his party 

to address the “deep crisis” facing the union movement. “We must make the case for the survival and strength of 

trade unions in Australia as the cornerstone of workplace democracy,” said Butler, calling for a “no holds barred debate 

about the place of unions” in the workforce.7 

1 Australian Bureau of Statistics, Characteristics of Employment August 2016 <http://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/ 
DetailsPage/6333.0August%202016?OpenDocument> 

2 Australian Bureau of Statistics, Characteristics of Employment August 2016 <http://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/ 
DetailsPage/6333.0August%202016?OpenDocument>

3  Australian Bureau of Statistics, Characteristics of Employment August 2016 < http://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/
Lookup/6333.0Main+Features1August%202017?OpenDocument>

4 Nick Toscano, The Sydney Morning Herald (2015) <https://www.smh.com.au/national/trade-union-membership-hits-record-low-20151027-gkjlpu.
html>

5  Nick Toscano, Trade union membership hits record low (2015) <https://www.smh.com.au/national/trade-union-membership-hits-record-low-
20151027-gkjlpu.html>

6  Ewin Hannan, ACTU tells unions to ‘get serious’ about membership decline (2016) < https://www.afr.com/news/policy/industrial-relations/actu-
tells-unions-to-get-serious-about-membership-decline-20160124-gmculx>

7  Mark Butler, The future of unions in Australia and the implications for Labor (2018) <https://markbutler.net.au/news/speeches/the-future-of-
unions-in-australia-and-the-implications-for-labor/>
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1.2 Changing the rules 

In September 2017, the ACTU launched the ‘Change the Rules’ campaign, calling for  an extensive overhaul re-

regulation of the workplace relations system.

As at August 2018, the ACTU’s platform for re-regulating workplace relations includes:

Collective bargaining

― Encouraging industry-level collective bargaining as an alternative to enterprise bargaining, enhancing the  

ability of unions to engage in anti-competitive pattern bargaining 

― Removing barriers to unions being granted ‘low-paid bargaining orders’, compelling individual or multiple 

employers to bargain in good faith with unions or undergo arbitration by the Fair Work Commission

― Abolishing the limited grounds on which an employer can challenge  an uncommercial entererprise 

agreement

 ― Prohibiting employers from taking counter industrial action by locking out their workforce

More centralism and an activist industrial umpire

 ― Enabling unions to run community standard claims to challenge the adequacy of award wages outside the  

Fair Work Commission’s formal review process

 ― Requiring the Fair Work Commission to determine minimum wages based on a new ‘fair and reasonable standard’, 

linked to wage growth in the general workforce

Expanding the right to strike

 ― Abolishing the requirement to conduct a secret ballot among workers and provide notice periods before 

commencing protected industrial action  

 ― Significantly expanding legal protections for industrial action, including by: 

― allowing strikes outside collective bargaining

―    allowing industry-wide industrial action 

― abolishing restrictions on secondary boycott or ‘sympathy strikes’

Cracking down on flexible work

― Granting casual employees the right to convert to permanent employment after six months of work

― Imposing new restrictions on the use of labour hire, including a national labour hire licensing schemes  

requiring that labour hire workers be paid the same as an employer’s existing workforce

 ― Granting workplace entitlements such as sick leave, superannuation and access to unfair dismissal associated with 

traditional employment to gig economy workers, who are currently classed as independent contractors

 ― Prohibiting unpaid internships for university students
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Rights and entitlements

 ― Providing 10 days paid annual family and domestic violence leave as an entitlement of employment under the 

National Employment Standards

 ― Restoring all reductions to weekend and public holiday penalty rates following the Fair Work Commissions 

February 2017 penalty rates ruling

 ― Abolishing an employer’s right to reasonably refuse an employee’s request for part time or reduced hours in order 

to carry out caring responsibility

Marching through the institutions

 ― Substantially increasing the number of former union officials appointed to the Fair Work Commission

 ― Abolishing the Australian Building & Construction Commission and Registered Organisations Commission  

 ― Creating a positive obligation for employers to issue a statement to every person they hire informing them about 

their right to join a union, as well as entitling the union representative to be present at that meeting

― Abolishing the right-of-entry permit regime, providing unions with unfettered rights to enter workplaces 8

If implemented, the Change the Rules policy platform would wind back the liberalisation of the labour market which 

has taken place under both Labor and Coalition governments over the last 26 years. Trade unions would have more 

institutionalised power over collective bargaining than at any time since enterprise bargaining was introduced in 

1992. The industrial umpire, the Fair Work Commission, would also be empowered to widely intervene in collective 

bargaining by determining its own solution in cases where unions and employers cannot agree, partially restoring its 

former functions as an arbitration tribunal. 

The most expansive legal protections for industrial action in Australia’s history would allow unions to stage industry-

wide strikes and conduct secondary boycotts to cripple businesses during collective bargaining

The practical effect of the ACTU’s Change the Rules platform would be to constrain the influence of market forces 

over workplaces by strengthening union power across every aspect of the industrial landscape. The result would be 

the most restrictive labour market since the Keating Government’s abolition of compulsory arbitration. 

1.3 ACTU’s false premise

The ACTU bases its push to overhaul the Fair Work regime, instituted by the Rudd Labor Government, on a range of 

grievances about the state of working life in today’s Australia. ACTU Secretary Sally McManus, the face of the 

‘Change the Rules’ campaign, claims life for working Australians has rarely been worse: minimum wage workers are 

living in poverty, casualisation has reached epidemic proportions, wages are flatlining and wage theft has exploded.

The ACTU asserts these inequities are the product of Australia’s Fair Work workplace relations regime, which gives 

big business too much power and sidelines unions. In a speech to the National Press Club in March 2018, McManus 

equated the rights of unions and employees under the Fair Work Act with “holding a toothpick, whilst employers 

have a jackhammer,” claiming,  “there is little support for union activity in the Fair Work Act.”9 The same 

frustrations have been echoed by senior officials of Australia’s largest unions, including United Voice, the ETU and 

the CFMEU. Beyond the workplace system, McManus has also blamed falling membership rates on the Turnbull 

Government using “every opportunity” to attack and undermine the movement.10

8  Australian Congress of Trade Unions 2018 national congress policies accessible here <https://www.actu.org.au/our-work/actu-congress/actu-
congress-2018/actu-policies> 

9  Sally McManus, Press Club Speech: Change the rules; For more secure jobs and fair pay (2018) <https://www.actu.org.au/actu-media/speeches-
and-opinion/sally-mcmanus-press-club-speech-change-the-rules-for-more-secure-jobs-and-fair-pay>

10  Ewin Hanna, Union membership hits record low (2017) <https://www.theaustralian.com.au/national-affairs/industrial-relations/union-
membership-hits-record-low/news-story/489e5ba953baaf345bf5f4d851067223> 
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1.4 The end of free-market pragmatism

These criticisms of the rights and status of unions under the Fair Work regime are indicative of a more fundamental 
change in the thinking and political outlook of the union movement. The Fair Work regime was designed with extensive 
consultation with the union movement and was widely criticised at the time of its enactment for re-enshrining the role of 
unions at the heart of workplace relations. Importantly, the Fair Work Act acceded to the two key demands made by the 
ACTU’s ‘Your Rights at Work’ campaign in the lead up to the 2007 election: strict limits on individual agreement-making and 
the removal of any distinction between union and non-union agreements. 

As experienced workplace relations commentator Judith Sloan wrote in 2011, the fact that the Fair Work Act largely 
“delinks union power in workplace relations from the extent of unionisation [makes it] an unambiguously pro- 
union law.”11

The union movement’s political realignment has also marked an end to the pragmatism and broad acceptance of a market 
economy that has characterised the union movement since the Price and Income Accords of the Hawke-Keating Era. As 
the Australian Financial Review’s editorial noted in early 2018, the ACTU has reverted to “the assumption that labour and 
capital are natural adversaries in some sort of Marxist class struggle.”12 This shift from mainstream economic thinking to a 
more explicitly anti-capitalist ideology has been expressed through the ACTU’s strident denunciations of “decades of failed 
trickle down economics and neo-liberal policies.”13

This stands in stark contrast to the outlook of Greg Combet as ACTU Secretary, who served in the role between 2000 and 
2007 before entering Parliament: “I recognise that markets distribute resources fairly efficiently. And you need to harness 
that... because you can’t hold that view and believe in a command economy”14

Similarly, former high profile National Secretary of the Australian Workers’ Union Paul Howes used a National Press Club 
address in 2014 to denounce the “hyper-adversarial culture” of workplace relations, warning that “a bitter all-out war 
between labour and capital will not end with productivity gains.”15

In just a few years, the trade union movement has reverted from a generally pro-market and pragmatic approach to a 
radical and far-left philosophy defined by an impulse to use the centralised machinery of the state .

1.5 Advocates or activists?

A secondary goal of the Change the Rules campaign is to revive the  union movement’s ailing fortunes and reverse the  
downward spiral in its membership. In her first TV interview after being elected as ACTU Secretary, McManus nominated 
growing the union movement’s membership as her “number one priority.”16 

McManus’ strategy envisages reviving the union movement through political action, rather than on the ground organising. 
Associate Editor of The Australian Brad Norington writes that McManus’ focus is “on seeking legislation for secure jobs 
and working conditions so unions can rebuild in a friendlier political environment,” rather than the traditional approach of 
deploying organisers to non-unionised sectors of the workforce.17 McManus’ approach follows union movement’s longer-
term drift away from grassroots recruitment towards political activism strategy places “immense reliance” on “pressuring Bill 
Shorten to commit to sweeping pro-worker, pro-union changes to workplace laws.”17

11  Judith Sloan, Man costly, crippling flaws in the not so Fair Work Act (2011) <http://www.abc.net.au/news/2011-07-18/sloan--/2797914> 
12  Australian Financial Review editorial, Sally McManus speech a throwback to the unions’ racist, protectionist past (2018) <https://www.afr.com/

opinion/editorials/sally-mcmanus-speech-a-throwback-to-the-unions-racist-protectionist-past-20180321-h0xrqw> 
13 Adam Gartrell, I won’t back down: Sally McManus doubles down on law-breaking, backs CFMEU (2017) <https://www.smh.com.au/politics/federal/

i-wont-back-down-sally-mcmanus-doubles-down-on-lawbreaking-backs-cfmeu-20170329-gv8tb8.html> 
14  Nicholas Way, No closed shops, no leg-ups, no favours (2006) <https://www.themonthly.com.au/monthly-essays-nicholas-way-no-closed-shops-

no-leg-ups-no-favours-greg-combet039s-master-plan-indust>
15 Ben Packham, New IR compact desperately needed: Paul Howes (2014) < https://www.theaustralian.com.au/national-affairs/industrial-relations/new-ir-

compact-desperately-needed-paul-howes/news-story/0a3e6bb42c482d6f89dc80036b2a9628?sv=43f520999d8d725c35f5c9951bd1032b> 
16 Sally McManus, 730 (15 March 2017) <http://www.abc.net.au/7.30/new-actu-boss-says-its-ok-for-workers-to-break/8357830> 
17 Brad Norrington, Sally McMaus should focus on falling union membership (2017) <https://www.theaustralian.com.au/news/inquirer/sally-

mcmanus-should-focus-on-falling-union-membership/news-story/1d722552bac0261e761575d882d07d20>
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A broad-based political agenda

The union movement’s switch from grassroots organising to political activism has also coincided with unions 
championing a range of causes that have no rational connection to workplace relations. 

A section titled ‘Union achievements’ on the ACTU’s website sets out a list of the rights and entitlements successfully 

fought for by trade unions throughout Australia’s industrial history. These include rights such as maternity leave, 

equal pay for women, workers’ compensation and sick leave, which are now regarded as basic rights of employment 

with overwhelming community support.  

As this list of achievements demonstrates, trade unions have long played a prominent role in public advocacy. What’s 

changed, however, is the range of issues on which unions are not only willing to take a position, but allocate resources 

to actively campaign on. On this front, the list of policies passed at the ACTU Congress in July 2018 is instructive.  

Of the 25 topics on which the Congress passed an official ACTU policy, just nine were directly related to the workers’ 

wages or conditions. 

Granted, some of these policy areas such as tax, procurement and education undoubtedly have some effect on the 
labour market and indirectly, the take-home pay of working people. Still, the relationship between many of the 

ACTU’s policies and the union movement’s core business of influencing labour market incomes could be described as 

tangential at best.

For example, in relation to asylum seekers and refugees, the ACTU’s policy document calls for the closure of all 

offshore detention centres, as well as ending all other policies of “deterrence” including third country resettlement.  

On economic policy, the ACTU’s affordable housing policy document proposes abolishing the capital gains tax and 

taxing the proceeds of property sales as ordinary income. This policy has virtually no support among mainstream 

economists on the grounds that the impact of inflation on long-held assets would render long-term investing 

uneconomic.  

In terms of climate and energy, the ACTU proposes further democratising the energy market through the mass 

building of publicly owned renewable energy and storage. It also criticises the current emissions reduction target of 

26-28 per cent on 2005 levels by 2030 as lacking ambition, proposing a legally binding target of “reducing Australia’s

emissions by at least 80 percent below preindustrial levels by 2050.”

The ACTU’s positions on these matters are, of course, a worthy subject of public discussion. That said, these types of 

issues are likely to draw widely conflicting opinions throughout the general workforce. As Australia’s contemporary 

political debate has consistently borne out, the balance between cutting emissions and increasing energy prices, as 

well as the merits of Australia’s asylum seeker and refugee policy, are highly contested. The ACTU’s readiness to take 

positions on polarising social and environmental issues, almost certainly contrary to the views of a large portion of 

the workforce they hope to represent, has occurred over the same period that the share of the workforce represented 

by the union movement has increasingly shrunk. As this brief demonstrates, the union movement’s increasing 

involvement in social activism is not the root cause of its declining membership. However, it is emblematic of the 

union movement’s wider retreat from the mainstream of the workforce. 

Whereas under the union movement’s older grassroots organising model, officials advocated directly on behalf of a 

defined class of workers, the activism of today’s union movement has become detached from the views and concerns 

of the wider workforce. 

1.6 A roadmap for Labor’s workplace relations’ policy

The Change the Rules campaign has clear potential to set the workplace relations policy agenda of a future Labor 

Government. Notwithstanding the ACTU’s radicalism compared to the last Labor Government, a more interventionist 

approach to workplace relations is congruent with the redistributionist policy direction taken by Bill Shorten as 
Opposition Leader. As at September 2018, Labor’s commitments to workplace relations reform include:
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 ― Abolishing the Australian Building and Construction Commission and Registered Organisations Commission

 ― Creating an objective test for casual employment to enable back-pay for workers who work consistent shift times

 ― Granting the Fair Work Commission the ability to arbitrate wage disputes and impose wage increases and changes 

to conditions not prescribed under awards

 ― Abolishing the ability of employers to terminate enterprise agreements

 ― Rewriting low-paid bargaining laws to empower the Fair Work Commission to compel multiple employers to 

bargain jointly with a unions

 ― Reinstating the Road Safety Remuneration Tribunal

 ― Reversing cuts to weekend and public holiday penalty rates introduced by the Fair Work Commission’s February 

2017 penalty rates decision

 ― New restrictions and penalties on sham contracting

 ― Providing 10 days paid annual family and domestic violence leave as an entitlement of employment under the 

National Employment Standards

 ― Requiring the Fair Work Commission to give greater weight ot the needs of low-paid workers when determining 

annual minimum wage increases

 ― Substantially increasing the number of former union officials appointed to the Fair Work Commission

 ― Imposing new restrictions on the use of labour hire, including a national labour hire licensing schemes as well as 

requiring that labour hire workers are paid identically to employer’s existing workforce

― Prohibiting employers from taking counter industrial action by locking out their workforce19

Furthermore, Bill Shorten and Shadow Minister for Employment and Workplace Relations Brendan O’Connor have 

either not ruled out, or expressed sympathy with the following ACTU’s proposals:

― industry-level collective bargaining as an alternative to enterprise bargaining

― Allowing employees to take sector-wide industrial action in support of wage claims during industry-level bargaining 

― Relaxing right of entry laws to allow union officials to enter workplaces without a permit20

Labor’s proposed shift towards a more centralised workplace relations system in line with the ACTU’s radical platform 

for reform marks a clear break from the outlook of Labor’s last government. Labor’s Forward with Fairness policy 

manifesto for the 2007 election lauded Labor’s history as “the party which decentralised wage fixing and, in the 

early 1990s, first introduced enterprise bargaining in Australia to drive productivity through cooperative workplace 

arrangements,” also observing that “an old centralised wage fixing system is not relevant to Australia’s modern 

workplaces and modern economy.”21

Furthermore, the manifesto also affirmed that industrial action would only be available “in accordance with Labor’s 

clear, tough rules,” which explicitly excluded “industrial action in support of an industry wide agreement.”22

19 Brendan O’Connor, Per Capita opening address: progressive economics program (2017) <https://www.brendanoconnor.com.au/news/latest-news/
per-capita-opening-address-progressive-economics-program/>, Brendan O’Connor, The Changing Face of the Labour Market: Where to from here? 
(2017) < https://www.brendanoconnor.com.au/news/latest-news/speech-the-changing-face-of-the-labour-market-where-to-from-here-the-
sydney-institute/>, Ewin Hannan, Bill Shorten’s labour agenda to give more clout to unions (2018) < https://www.theaustralian.com.au/news/
inquirer/bill-shortens-labour-agenda-to-give-more-clout-to-unions/news-story/cfce72f25cd994f34316c4de32081303> 

20 Ewin Hannan, Bill Shorten’s labour agenda to give more clout to unions (2018) < https://www.theaustralian.com.au/news/inquirer/bill-shortens-
labour-agenda-to-give-more-clout-to-unions/news-story/cfce72f25cd994f34316c4de32081303>

21 Forward with Fairness – Labor’s plan for fairer and more productive Australian workplace < http://www.airc.gov.au/kirbyarchives/2009exhibn/
documents/070428FWF.pdf> 

22 Forward with Fairness – Labor’s plan for fairer and more productive Australian workplace < http://www.airc.gov.au/kirbyarchives/2009exhibn/
documents/070428FWF.pdf> 
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Final decisions about the Labor Party’s workplace relations platform for the next election are yet to be taken. As with 

previous elections, policy positions will be finalised by negotiations with the union movement. 

That said, the Change the Rules campaign’s success in setting Labor’s workplace relations policy agenda backed by 

the union movement’s institutionalised power within the Australian Labor Party suggest the ACTU’s influence will be 

formative, at a minimum. 

Even based on the Labor Party’s existing policy commitments, the differences on workplace relations policy between 

the two major parties at the next election will be the sharpest since 2007. On this front, the legal privileges and 

degree of institutionalised influence afforded to trade unions has emerged as a key flashpoint.
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2. Unions in the workforce: the disappearance
of labour from the labour movement

Key points:

 ― Decline in union membership has sharply accelerated since the 1990s

 ― This has been far less pronounced in the public sector, where four in ten workers are still union members

 ― Membership within the union movement’s former blue collar strongholds in manufacturing, transport and 

warehousing and construction have been decimated

 ― Union membership is now highest in public administration, health, education and public utilities 

 ― These four industries are highly regulated and receive substantial government funding, with the majority of their 

workers employed in the public sector. 

 ― They are also shielded from market forces and the effects of globalisation that drive efficiency in other spheres of 

the economy

 ― Union membership has declined primarily because unions are increasingly irrelevant to today’s workforce

 ― Australia’s predominantly skilled, service-based workforce has evolved past the adversarial, conflict-based model 

of industrial relations still championed by the union movement

 ― The end of closed shops has meant that unlike in the past, workers today have a genuine choice about whether to 

join a union

2.1 The long-term decline in trade union membership

Historical decline

The proportion of workers belonging to a trade union has been trending downward since the mid 1950s after 

peaking at 64.9 per cent of the workforce in 1948. After a temporary upswing following the election of the Whitlam 

Government in 1972, union membership has declined consistently since the mid 1980s.23 

Figure 1 Union density 1912 to present 

23  ABS, Employee earnings, benefits and trade union membership, Trade union membership time series (2013) < http://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/
abs@.nsf/DetailsPage/6310.0August%202013?OpenDocument> 
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1990s to present: rapid decline

The pace of union membership decline accelerated in the early 1990s. Whereas between 1913 and 1992 trade union 

density never dropped below 40 per cent of the workforce, union membership fell from 37.5 per cent in 1993 to 14.55 

per cent in 2016. 24

Figure 2  Australian union density: 1990 to 2016

The decline of Australian unionism in the international context 

Over the decade spanning 1985 to 1995, Australia’s drop in union density surpassed every other advanced nation 

with an established union presence except New Zealand.25

Figure 3 The decline in union density in advanced economies: 1985 – 1995

24  ABS, Employee earnings, benefits and trade union membership, Trade union membership time series (2013) < http://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/
abs@.nsf/DetailsPage/6310.0August%202013?OpenDocument>

25 Gerard Griffin and Stuart Svensen, The decline of Australian union density – a survey of the literature (1996) Journal of Industrial Relations
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2.2 The public sector stronghold

The decline in unionism over the past quarter century has been far more pronounced in the private sector than 
the public sector. Between 1990 and 2016, the share of public sector workers belonging to a trade union shrank 

by slightly over one quarter. Over the same period, trade union coverage across the overall workforce shrunk by 

two thirds.26 

Figure 4 Public and private sector union density: 1990 - 2016

The public sector continues to be a stronghold for the union movement. Public sector employees are currently four 

times more likely to belong to a union than their private sector counterparts.27 

Figure 5 The 2016 union movement per sector of employment 

26  ABS, Employee earnings, benefits and trade union membership, Trade union membership time series (2013) < http://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/
abs@.nsf/DetailsPage/6310.0August%202013?OpenDocument>

27  Australian Bureau of Statistics, Characteristics of Employment August 2016 <http://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/
DetailsPage/6333.0August%202016?OpenDocument>
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2.3 Decline at the industry level

Key points:

 ― Membership in former union strongholds such as manufacturing, mining, construction and utilities such as 

electricity, gas, water and waste has been decimated

― Union membership is now highest in public administration, health, education and public utilities – four industries 

which are highly regulated and largely shielded from competition and market forces [market pressure].

The decline in unionism has not been evenly distributed across industries. Over the last 25 years Australia has 

witnessed the erosion of the union movement’s blue collar base, while predominantly service-based industries 

with significant government involvement continue to experience a strong union presence. 

Figure 6 Decline in union density per industry: 1990 - 2016

Table 1. Australian industries ranked by decline in union density 28

Industry 1993 2016 Decline in density (per cent)

IT Media and telecommunications 73.8 8.8 65

Electricity, gas, water, waste 71.5 25.4 46.1

Transport, postal and warehousing 58.6 19.6 38.5

Mining 55.2 16.7 38.5

Manufacturing 43.5 12.7 30.8

Construction 35.1 9.4 25.7

Education and training 56.3 31.2 25.1

Food service and accommodation 21.2 2.3 18.9

Health care and social assistance 38.7 21.1 17.6

Retail 22.3 10.8 11.5

28  Australian Bureau of Statistics, Characteristics of Employment August 2016 <http://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/
DetailsPage/6333.0August%202016?OpenDocument> 
Australian Bureau of Statistics, Trade Union Members August (includes years results and historical data) < <http://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/
abs@.nsf/Lookup/6325.0Main+Features1August%201996?OpenDocument>
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2.4 From blue collar to big government 

Erosion of the blue collar base

The union movement’s former strongholds in construction, manufacturing, transport and telecommunications have 

experienced membership declines of more than 50 per cent. Manufacturing is the only one of these industries to 
have experienced a substantial contraction in the overall size of its workforce.

Big government and protected employment 

When union decline is considered on an industry basis, the most conspicuous trend is that union membership remains 

much stronger in industries where the largest employer is government. Among the five industries with the highest 

rate of unionisation, the only one without a significant share of public employment is mining, which has still seen 

its rate of unionisation fall by more than two thirds. The correlation between a major role for government – in terms 

of employment, spending and regulation – and unionism is most apparent in public administration, education, 

healthcare and electricity, gas, water and waste. These are the only four industries where more than one in five 

workers are union members. 

Although the rate of unionisation dropped across all sectors, it is also notable that the only sectors to experience 

an increase in their overall number of union members were community services, government administration and 

education. Again, these are industries where the government is not only the largest employer, but also contributes 

heavily to the salaries of privately employed workers through government programs and funding arrangements.

Unionised industries tend to be sheltered from competition

Other characteristics common to these industries include a lack of direct competitors and market discipline. Market 

dynamics are virtually non-existent in the public service and in the provision of government-run utilities such as 

water and waste. In health and education, competition is suppressed by Government funding arrangements and 

regulation that strongly favours incumbents and deters new entrants. 

These dynamics are reinforced by the fact that with the partial exception of tertiary education, these highly 

unionised sectors are shielded from foreign competition and digital disruption. Although the utilisation of digital 

technologies has the potential to drive efficiencies in the public sector, there is no evidence that technology and 

innovation is likely to result in any meaningful reduction in public employment. Similarly, notwithstanding the 

growth in distance education and free massive open online courses (MOOCs), employment in tertiary and school 

education is still projected to increase substantially. Likewise, employment in health and aged care is set to be 

bolstered, not diminished, by advances in medical technology, as innovations fuel demand for highly qualified 

professionals.

There is no doubt these common features of a highly regulated market, incumbents entrenched by public funding, 

plus the absence of digital disruption and foreign competition are conducive to high ongoing rates of unionisation in 

health, education, the public service and public utilities. Today’s highly unionised industries are shielded from 

market forces that drive efficiency and punish wastefulness in sectors like manufacturing which are exposed to a 

fiercely competitive global market. 

Lack of market forces is a leg up for union-led collective bargaining

This explains why union-led collective bargaining is both popular among workers and successful within these 

industries. The risks of nominating a union to bargain on behalf of a workforce and seeke improvements to wages 

and conditions that significantly outpace inflation are simply lower in healthcare, education and government 

administration than in sectors where less competitive firms are likely to fail. The absence of market forces as a 

discipline on wage restraint is enhanced by the fact that governments are typically not as price sensitive in relation 
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to wage increases as private sector firms. With budgets stretching into the tens and hundreds of billion dollars and 
the presence existing workforces with an effective monopoly over key public functions and services, federal and 

state governments face weaker incentives to resist union demands than an employer operating in a competitive 

market.

Public sector enterprise bargaining in recent years has consistently delivered significantly greater increases in 

wages and conditions than those found in the private sector.  

An analysis by the Institute of Public Affairs of ABS data found that average weekly earnings in the public sector 
were $1,410.60 compared to private sector earnings of $1,1123.50 - a difference of $287.10.29  The gap between 

public and private sector earnings has widened since 2007, indicating that public sector enterprise agreements 

have been delivering higher wage increases than the private sector.30 

What’s more, comparisons between headline wages also conceal the more generous conditions and entitlements 

found in public employment, such as longer leave entitlements. For example, The Department of Agriculture 

enterprise agreement allows staff to claim $300 a year for health and fitness activities like gym memberships.31

Unionised industries sustained by public spending have less to lose from a rigid workplace relations system

This demonstrates how both the occupations and the generous wages and conditions enjoyed by today’s unionised 

workforce are heavily reliant on government spending. In this sense, unionised workers employed in health, 

education and public administration are in effect an interest group with a direct stake in continued growth in 

government spending on their area of employment. 

Although this does not refute the substance of the union movement’s proposed changes to workplace relations, it 

does provide useful context for their views on workplace relations and public policy more generally. In particular, 

because of their reliance on government spending, industries with high rates of unionisation typically have less 

to lose from a more centralised and rigid workplace relations system. With the limited exception of mining, the 

union movement does not represent industries whose workforces will suffer if their competitiveness is crimped by 

workplace relations policy. 

Unions have a vested interest in the growth of big government

It also contextualises the union movement’s contributions to policy debate outside the workplace relations arena, 

which have typically favoured higher taxation, higher spending and more government intervention in the economy. 

The union movement’s membership have a significantly greater stake in government policy settings and spending on 

health, education and other public functions than the general public.

In this respect, future trends bode favourably for the most unionised sectors of the Australian workforce. Employment 

in health and education is poised to grow substantially over the next decade, supported by levels of government 

spending that are projected to rise consistently above inflation. Health care, and social assistance is Australia’s fastest 

growing industry, with employment projected to grow by 250,000 jobs or 16.1 per cent by 2022.32  Incredibly, it’s 

estimated that one in five new jobs over the next few years will be supported by the National Disability Insurance 

Scheme.33 Education and training is also expected to grow by 116,000 or 12 per cent over this same period.34 

29  Aaron Lane, Five questions on the size and cost of the Commonwealth Public Sector, Institute of Public Affairs (2017) < https://ipa.org.au/
publications-ipa/research-papers/five-questions-size-cost-commonwealth-public-sector-2> 

30  Aaron Lane, Five questions on the size and cost of the Commonwealth Public Sector, Institute of Public Affairs (2017) < https://ipa.org.au/
publications-ipa/research-papers/five-questions-size-cost-commonwealth-public-sector-2>

31  Department of Agriculture, Fisheries and Forestry Enterprise Agreement 2011-2014, published on the Fair Work Commission website: <http://
www.fwc.gov.au>

32  Department of Jobs and Small Business, Australian Jobs 2018 report (2018) <https://www.jobs.gov.au/australian-jobs-publication>
33  Department of Jobs and Small Business, Australian Jobs 2018 report (2018) <https://www.jobs.gov.au/australian-jobs-publication>
34  Department of Jobs and Small Business, Australian Jobs 2018 report (2018) <https://www.jobs.gov.au/australian-jobs-publication>
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2.5 Causes of union decline

Public policy and structural economic change have both been contributing factors to declining rates of unionism. 

However, the changing preferences of Australia’s increasingly entrepreneurial contemporary workforce is 

undoubtedly the leading reason for the waning interest in unionsim among Australian workers. Below we describe 

and assess the main factors that have contributed to  the decline in union members. 

Public policy

Changes to workplace relations policy have played some role in contributing to the downturn in union membership. 

The biggest change in this regard was the abolition of compulsory arbitration and its replacement with enterprise 

bargaining. As workplace relations commentator David Peetz has observed, in the 1990s, most Australian unions 

had relied upon “tribunal oriented union strategies” centred on securing pay rises across entire industries through 

the process of litigating wage disputes before the Conciliation and Arbitration Commission.35 This has left them with 

“weak workplace structures,” devoting “meagre resources to organising new members or worksites.”36 As a result, 

many unions were left unprepared and under-resourced to make the shift to bargaining at the individual 

workplace level once enterprise bargaining was introduced.

In addition, the introduction of individual arrangements such as Australian Workplace Agreements by the Howard 

Government provided an alternative to collective bargaining that bypassed the traditional role of unions as the 

bargaining representative for the workforce. 

That said, the contribution of public policy to falling trade union membership is often exaggerated. It should be noted 

that at their peak, Australian Workplace Agreements never climbed above 5 per cent of the workforce; a fraction of 

the number employed under union-negotiated enterprise agreements. Furthermore, unions have maintained the 

automatic right to represent their members in collective bargaining - even if just one member of the workforce is in 

fact a member - a significant legal privilege that guarantees substantial influence over bargaining outcomes for many 

of Australia’s largest workforces. 

Structural economic change

In particular industries, sectoral decline in unionisation can be partially attributed to structural economic change. 

This is largely the result of the reforms and deregulatory agenda of the 1980s and 1990s, which for the first 

time exposed a range of protected, heavily unionised industries to the rigours of competition and market forces. 

For example, successive reductions in tariffs were pivotal to reducing the share of the workforce  employed in 

manufacturing, a former bastion of unionism. Between 1954 and 1986, manufacturing shrank from 28 per cent of 

the workforce to 15.5 per cent in 1986, falling again to 10 per cent by 2006.37

Likewise, the Howard Government’s deregulation of telecommunications and privatisation of Telecom (now Telstra)  

saw the sector’s number of licensed providers leap from 3 in 1996 to 50 by 2000; turbocharging innovation and 

competition.38 This, coupled with growth in the numbers of tertiary educated IT professionals in the late 1990s 

and early 2000s provides some explanation of the 60 per cent drop in unionisation among information media and 

telecommunications workers. Likewise, rationalisation and consolidation in financial services and insurance during 

the late 1990s coincided with steep drops in the membership of the Financial Services Union.39 

35  David Peetz, An analysis of workplace representatives, union power and democracy in Australia, British Journal of Industrial Relations (2009) 
<https://research-repository.griffith.edu.au/bitstream/handle/10072/30100/59865_1.pdf?sequence=1> 

36  David Peetz, An analysis of workplace representatives, union power and democracy in Australia, British Journal of Industrial Relations (2009) 
<https://research-repository.griffith.edu.au/bitstream/handle/10072/30100/59865_1.pdf?sequence=1>

37  ABS, Employee earnings, benefits and trade union membership, Trade union membership time series (2013) < http://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/
abs@.nsf/DetailsPage/6310.0August%202013?OpenDocument>

38  Justin Douglas, Deregulation in Australia, Treasury (2017) < https://static.treasury.gov.au/uploads/sites/1/2017/06/04_Douglas.pdf>
39  Leanne Cutcher and Johann Lobl, Which bank? Competition and community service obligations in the retail banking sector, Markets, Rights and 

Power in Australian Social Policy (2015) < https://ses.library.usyd.edu.au/bitstream/2123/14784/1/Chapter%205.pdf>  
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Employee choice

Without discounting the role of public policy and economic change, there is no doubt that changing preferences 

among workers is the primary reason that union membership has declined. 

There are three factors which point strongly in favour of this conclusion. 

No more closed shops 

Most importantly, the rapid decline in trade union membership from the 1990s onwards broadly coincided with 

the enactment of the first freedom of association provisions protecting employees from discrimination or adverse 

treatment for declining to join a union.40 Until as late as the 1980s, the prevalence of closed shop businesses in 

industries like manufacturing rendered unionism a necessity rather than a choice for vast numbers of workers. 

Furthermore, prior to the 1980s, union membership was heavily incentivised within the public service. For example, 

in 1973, the Whitlam Government’s threatened to withhold a week’s annual leave from non-unionists employed in 

the Commonwealth public service.41 The enactment of the Howard Government’s Workplace Relations Act in 1996 

marked the first time workers enjoyed comprehensive legal protections from  discrimination or adverse treatment 

if they decided not to join a union.42 By comparison, for much of the union movement’s heyday, workers were not 

actually free to choose whether to join a trade union. 

Trade union decline has been significant across all sectors

Attributing union membership decline primarily to structural economic change fails to account for the fall in union 

density across all industries, including those which have not undergone consolidation or significant structural change. 

For instance, employment in construction and mining has grown substantially while the union membership of both 

industries significantly contracted. Both industries have also enjoyed strong economic growth and rising demand for 

domestic labour - conditions which proved fertile for unionism in manufacturing and textiles in the post-war era. This 

suggests that although the disintegration of Australia’s industrial base has played a part in union decline, it has not 

been a dominant factor. The sectors which have experienced a relatively lesser rate of union decline are confined to 

highly regulated areas of the economy supported by significant public funding - a point explored in more depth below. 

Unions are increasingly irrelevant to the contemporary workforce

The third reason that suggests the decline of unions is a function of voluntary choice is that trade unionism is simply 

less relevant to the characteristics of Australia’s modern labour market. Collective bargaining and unionisation is 

suited to workforces with homogeneous skillsets where the labour provided by a worker can be easily substituted. 

However, in Australia’s contemporary labour market, workers are defined not only according to rigid occupational 

categories, but also their individual skills and experiences. The concept of nominating a union official to bargain on 
behalf of the workforce as a collective rather than dealing with employers directly sits less easily with skilled 

workers in service-based occupations than it does for manufacturing or manual workers. 

In this context, the decline of trade unionism is symptomatic of the Australian workforce’s evolution beyond the 

adversarial, conflict-based prism through which much of the union movement still views workplace relations.

40  Ben Waugh, Trade Unions and the freedom of association – a comparative analysis of work choices and the Fair Work Act 2009, Centre for 
employment and labour relations law the University of Melbourne (2010) < https://law.unimelb.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0005/1648877/

Student-Working-Paper-No-5-Waugh.pdf> 
41  Bradley Bowden, The Rise and Decline of Australian Unionism: A History of Industrial Labour from the 1820s to 2010, Labour History (2011) 
42  Ben Waugh, Trade Unions and the freedom of association – a comparative analysis of work choices and the Fair Work Act 2009, Centre for 

employment and labour relations law the University of Melbourne (2010) < https://law.unimelb.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0005/1648877/
Student-Working-Paper-No-5-Waugh.pdf>
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Workers are confidently asserting their own bargaining power

The ability for workers to unionise and collectively bargain has long been perceived as a counterweight to the 

unequal bargaining power between employers and employees. Received wisdom holds that this intrinsic imbalance 

which characterises employment relationships lies in the exit costs of an employment arrangement: the costs for 

a worker who loses their job are typically thought to be greater than they are for an employer. The rationale for 

collective bargaining is therefore to correct this inequality by increasing their leverage over employers;  an 

employer will have greater difficulty turning down their entire workforce demanding a pay rise than individual 

employees acting alone, particularly if their workforce takes strike action in support of their demands. However, 

there is substantial evidence that this imbalance of power is less important in Australia’s contemporary workforce 

than is widely assumed.

Workers are seeking a better deal

Foremost, the number of workers who are leaving their job voluntarily, as opposed to having their employment 

retrenched or terminated, has grown over time. Between February 2017 and February 2018, 626,700 people left 

their job voluntarily while 281,700 lost their jobs. In contrast, in 1994, 440,800 workers left their jobs voluntarily  

while 301,300 lost their jobs.43

The fact that workers leave their job voluntarily instead of being retrenched or terminated at a rate of 2.22 to  

1 indicates that plenty of workers are using their own bargaining power to move between employers seeking  

better opportunities. 

This is supported by surveys of the reasons workers left their employment. Research conducted by employment 

and recruitment site SEEK has found 33 per cent of Australians change jobs to seek career progression. This was 

followed by 22 per cent changing jobs due to negative experiences at work and 18 per cent for external reasons 

including redundancy, moving, or ill health.44 Similarly, a survey conducted by recruitment agency Firebrand Talent 
found that 34 per cent of job changers left their last job because of management and leadership issues, 16 per cent 

blamed poor culture and morale and 16 per cent left because of a perceived lack of career progression.45

The growing number of workers who leave their jobs voluntarily to pursue better opportunities rather than 

because of terminated employment demonstrates that bargaining power is not one sided. Rather, a sizeable 

number of workers have multiple opportunities and potential pathways available to them which they are 

confident to pursue of their own accord. Just as workers are competitors in the labour market, so too are firms who 

compete with each other for skills and talents that will improve their profitability.

43  Australian Bureau of Statistics, Labour Force July 2018 – time series, (2018) < http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/mf/6202.0> 
44  Lindy Alexander, Why do employees leave their jobs? (2016) < https://insightsresources.seek.com.au/employees-leave-jobs>
45  Firebran Talent Ignition, 2017 Talent Ignition Report – insights into talent at work in Australia (2017) < http://lp.firebrandtalent.com/images/

FB%20Talent%20Ignition%20Report%202017_onlinesp.pdf?force_download=1> 
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Employers are competing for workers

This is also affirmed by wide-ranging evidence that shortages of appropriately qualified employees are one of the 
biggest challenges faced by Australian businesses. A survey conducted by AI Group found 50 per cent of employers 

across services, manufacturing, construction and mining services expected problems finding and keeping skilled 
staff in 2018 - an increase from 42 per cent in 2017.46 Likewise, according to  a survey of 1,500 employers recently 

undertaken by ManPower Group found the hiring efforts of 34 per cent of firms were hindered by skills shortages in 

the labour market.47 The survey found the three biggest reasons behind skills shortages were a lack of experience, 

lack of available applicants, and a lack of hard skills. 

The rise of independent contracting and gig economy

The fading relevance of the collectivist model of union representation is also evidenced by the rise of independent 

contracting and the gig economy. In 1978, independent contractors comprised just 6.7 per cent of the workforce.48 

Between 2010 and 2015, that figure hovered between 8.7 and 10 per cent. The number of independent contractors 

now exceeds one million people.49 

These trends have been mirrored by the rise of the ‘gig economy’ - freelance work facilitated by digital platforms like 

Uber and Airtasker. Although estimates about the size of the gig economy in Australia vary, research firm Edelman 

Berland estimated in 2015 that up to 4.1 million Australians did some kind of freelance work in the last year.50 While 

there are no national figures of how many people are working in the gig economy, Unions NSW has estimated that 

45,000 of the state’s residents derive income from gig economy platforms, suggesting the national tally may be 

upwards of 100,000.51 A growing number of skilled professionals in Australia are also using platforms such as 
Upwork and Airtasker as a low-cost means of selling their services. 

The growth of workers who are prepared to forego the security of a traditional employment relationship in order to 

sell their skills and talents in the market is another indicator of the evolution of Australia’s workforce. It speaks to a 

confidence and entrepreneurial attitude among the workforce which is the antithesis of the union movement’s long 

standing assumption that the inherently vulnerable position of workers means that allowing individuals to negotiate 

their own pay and conditions will necessarily result in unfair outcomes. 

Wage growth for individual arrangements has matched collective bargaining

Throughout the first half of the 2000s - the period which enjoyed the most favourable regulatory arrangements 

for individual employment arrangements - there was no strong correlation between the prevalence of individual 

arrangements and wage growth.52 Property and business services, wholesale trade and mining all enjoyed hourly 
earnings growth of 4.8 to 5.3 per cent between 2000 and 2006. Meanwhile, education and government 

administration and defence – the two industries with the lowest proportion of individual arrangements – enjoyed 

wage growth of 4.3 and 4.8 respectively.53 Of course, wage growth reflects a culmination of factors unconnected 

to workplace relations. However, these findings demonstrate that the assumption that collective bargaining led by 

unions necessarily secures higher wage growth no longer holds in Australia’s contemporary workforce. 

46  Michael Taylor, skills shortages in Australia, Ai Blog (2018) < https://blog.aigroup.com.au/skills-shortages-in-australia/>
47  Manpower group, 2018 talent shortage survey (2018) < https://cdn2.hubspot.net/hubfs/2942250/Local%20Infographics/2018_TSS_

Infographics-Australia.pdf?t=1532740592127>
48  Australian Bureau of Statistics, Characteristics of Employment August 2016 – time series < http://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/

Lookup/6333.0Main+Features1August%202017?OpenDocument>
49  Australian Bureau of Statistics, Characteristics of Employment August 2016 – time series < http://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/

Lookup/6333.0Main+Features1August%202017?OpenDocument>
50  Daniel J Edelman, Freelancing in Australia (2015) < https://www.slideshare.net/upwork/freelancing-in-australia-2015/1>
51  Unions NSW, innovation or exploitation (2016) < http://www.unionsnsw.org.au/airtasker_s_superhighway_to_serfdom>
52  David Peetz and Alison Preston, Individual contracting, collective bargaining and wages in Australia, Industrial Relations Journal (2009) < https://

research-repository.griffith.edu.au/bitstream/handle/10072/29660/59864_1.pdf?sequence=1>
53  David Peetz and Alison Preston, Individual contracting, collective bargaining and wages in Australia, Industrial Relations Journal (2009) < https://

research-repository.griffith.edu.au/bitstream/handle/10072/29660/59864_1.pdf?sequence=1>
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Summing up: the raison d’etre for joining a union has weakened

A perceived need to correct the inequality in bargaining power between workers and employers is a far less 

compelling reason for joining a trade union today than it was during the union movement’s heyday. This is not to 

say that imbalances in bargaining power do not exist. Rather, the extent of this imbalance, particularly in skilled 

occupations with scarce numbers of potential job-fillers, means that for most of the workforce, unions are no 

longer the bulwark of economic security they once were. For this reason, many workers don’t perceive an intrinsic 

imbalance of power between themselves and their employer. Instead they are confident negotiating directly with 

their employer to reach mutually acceptable pay and conditions. 
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3. The changing union member: from blue
collar to big government

Key points:

 ― Health care, education and public sector workers account for 55 per cent of trade union members; up from less 

than a third in 1993 

 ― The majority of union members are employed in occupations shielded from competition and paid for by taxpayers

 ― There are four times as many trade union members employed as managers and professionals than there are 

machinery operators and labourers

 ― The median union worker earns $211 a week more than a non-union members; a difference of $10,972 a year

 ― Union members are more likely to be tertiary educated than the median worker

The workers who make up today’s union movement have increasingly little in common with the labour movement in 

generations gone by. In fact, union members have over time come to resemble the opposite of their old stereotype.  

3.1 The changing anatomy of the union movement

Consistent with the disappearance of trade unionism in the industries that formerly constituted its blue collar base, 

today’s trade union movement is predominantly made up of skilled and professional workers employed in service-

based industries. 

Most notably:

 ― Health care, education and public sector workers now account for 55 per cent of trade union members - more than 

half. In 1993, this same group accounted for less than a third of union members.54

 ― The number of union members employed in transport, postal, warehousing, construction and manufacturing is 

roughly equal with the number of union members employed in healthcare alone55

This reflects our earlier conclusions that unionism predominates in industries with significant government funding 

and involvement. The union movement is largely confined to employment that is effectively paid for by taxpayers.

54  Australian Bureau of Statistics, Trade Union Members August (includes previous years results and historical data) < <http://www.abs.gov.au/
AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/Lookup/6325.0Main+Features1August%201996?OpenDocument>

55  Australian Bureau of Statistics, Characteristics of Employment August 2016 – time series < http://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/
Lookup/6333.0Main+Features1August%202017?OpenDocument>
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Figure 7 Union members per industry of employment: 1993

Figure 8 Union members per industry of employment: 2016
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Table 2. Industries ranked by proportion of trade union movement’s membership: 1993 compared  

to 2016 56

Industry Proportion (per cent) of 

trade union movement’s 

membership (2016)

Proportion (per cent) of total 

of trade union movement’s 

membership (1993)

Health care and social assistance 20.3 10.64

Education and training 19.74 13.11

Public administration and safety 14.84 9.42

Retail trade 8.23 8.09

Transport, postal and warehousing 7.39 6.9

Manufacturing 6.94 18.04

Construction 6.3 4.66

Financial and insurance services 2.59 5.4

Mining 2.29 1.9

Electricity, gas, water and waste 

services

2.2 2.86

Other services 1.38 3.5

Accommodation and food services 1.24 2.6

Agriculture, forestry and fishing 0.34 0.57

3.2 The professionalisation of the union member

From blue collar to white collar

Managers are the only occupation with more overall union members today than in 1999. In comparison, the number 

of labourers, drivers and machinery operators has at least halved since 1999. As it stands, there are four times as 

many trade union members employed as managers and professionals than there are machinery operators and 

labourers. The contrast is even staker with the union movement’s high point in the post-war era when blue collar 

workers accounted for 70 per cent of union members.57 

56  Australian Bureau of Statistics, Characteristics of Employment August 2016 – time series < http://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/
Lookup/6333.0Main+Features1August%202017?OpenDocument> 
Australian Bureau of Statistics, Trade Union Members August (includes years results and historical data) < <http://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/
abs@.nsf/Lookup/6325.0Main+Features1August%201996?OpenDocument>

57  Bradley Bowden, The Rise and Decline of Australian UnionismL A History of Industrial Labour from the 1820s to 2010, Labour History (2011)
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Figure 9 Trade union members’ occupation of employment: 1999

Figure 10 Trade union members’ occupation of employment: 2016

3.3 Union members: the new mobile middle class 

Today’s union members have all the trappings of an upwardly mobile middle class. In summary:

 ― The median weekly earnings of union members in their main job was $1,211, compared to $1,000 for those who 

were not trade union members; a difference of $10,972 a year

 ― Union members are more educated than non-union members. 38.14 per cent of union members are university 

educated with a bachelor degree or higher compared to 30.9 per cent of non-union members

 ― Only four per cent of employed persons aged 15-19 and seven per cent of workers aged 20-24 are union members 

― The age bracket with the highest rate of union membership is 55-59. In this age bracket, 88 per cent had 

been trade union members for over five years
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 ― The largest overall number of union members was found in the 45-54 range. Conversely, the largest age bracket  

of employed persons in the overall workforce is 25-34.58

The good fortunes of most union members should also be situated in the context of Australia’s good economic 

fortunes over recent decades. A large portion of union members have been working for most, if not all of the last 27 

years of uninterrupted economic growth. Despite the global financial crisis, this period has witnessed an enormous 

creation of wealth, particularly within the stock exchange and the housing market. 

By every substantive measure, union members are the opposite of the low-paid underclass frequently invoked by  

the ACTU during the Change the Rules campaign. 

This is adds to the case for caution with respect to the ACTU’s calls for workplace relations reform.  Better educated, 

more experienced, higher earning workers are more employable than unskilled workers, and therefore have less to 

lose from creating a more rigid, centralised workplace relations system. 

58  Australian Bureau of Statistics, Characteristics of Employment August 2016 – time series < http://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/
Lookup/6333.0Main+Features1August%202017?OpenDocument>



30

4. The corporate union business model:
monetising workplace relations

Key points:

 ― Between 2003 and 2016/17, Australia’s 15 largest trade unions increased their combined yearly revenue from 

approximately $394.4 million to $748.4 million. This equates to an increase of 89 per cent or an average of $26.27 

million per union each year

 ― Over the same period, the total asset wealth of these 15 major unions has nearly trebled, growing from $572.57 

million to a staggering $1.55 billion. This equates to an increase of 170 per cent, or $65 million per union. 

 ― The asset wealth of 9 of Australia’s 15 largest unions has outpaced the growth of the ASX All Ords Price Index 

since 2003, some by a significant margin

 ― The CFMEU’s 2017 income (prior to merging with the MUA) was greater than Greyhound Australia and Fuji Xerox 

Asia Pacific

 ― The combined assets of Australia’s 15 largest trade unions is nearly equal with the market capitalisation of Pilbara 

Mine Limited, and greater than the market capitalisation of Bega Cheese Limited and Seven West Media Limited

4.1 Growth in union income

Falling rates of trade union membership belie the fact that in financial terms, virtually all trade unions have seen 

their incomes rise considerably in the last fifteen years. The chart below examines the financial performance of the 

15 largest trade unions based on membership size. 

Table 3 Major trade unions ranked according to growth in income59

Trade union 2002/3 income 2016/17 income Per cent increase income

CEPU 19,483,100 72,364,000 271

ANMF 18,961,200 68,358,000 262

MUA 6,794,500 19,385,000 185

AEU 24,002,900 52,053,500 117

ARBTIU 10,987,900 22,929,000 109

NUW* 12,853,000 24,759,000 93

HSU 10,445,000 20,093,800 92

CFMEU 75,193,900 138,887,000 85

United Voice 35,222,300 62,589,800 77

ASU 22,468,200 39,308,500 75

SDAEA 34,701,400 59,512,400 72

CPSU 28,460,700 43,730,700 54.

AWU 32,315,800 45,412,800 41

AMWU 41,829,200 54,340,300 37

TWU 20,317,300 24,656,100 21

Total 394,036,400 748,379,900 89

*earliest available comprehensive data for NUW is 2008 

59  Registerd Organisations Commission, various (2018) < http://www.roc.gov.au/find-a-registered-organisation> 
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Methodology 

This data has been compiled by combining the revenue of individual branches contained in financial disclosures to 

the Registered Organisations Commission. The figures have been rounded down and should be taken as estimates 

based publicly available information, not the findings of an audit. Note that some the reporting periods of some 

trade unions differ from the standard financial year (ie. 1 October – 30 September, 1 January to 30 December). The 

above figures therefore reflect the available reporting periods that most closely coincided with the 2002/3 and 

20016/17 financial years.   

Figure 11 Growth in union income from 2002/3 to 2016/17
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4.2 Growth in union asset wealth

The rise in union asset wealth has outpaced income growth. Of the 15 trade unions examined, the asset growth  

of nine significantly exceeded the growth of the ASX All Ords Price Index, which roughly doubled between 2003  

and 2017.

Table 4. Major trade unions ranked according to growth in asset wealth60

2002/3 2016/17 % increase in asset wealth

ANMF 12,170,700 140,082,000 1050

CEPU 28,932,100 152,094,000 426

AEU 23,235,700 43,211,000 302

SDAEA 48,542,200 176,955,000 265

AWU 38,390,800 139,140,000 262

CPSU 19,453,800 57,069,000 193

NUW* 17,789,200 51,015,000 187

ARBTIU 22,736,600 54,356,000 139

HSU 6,471,300 15,371,000 138

AMWU 62,587,000 129,404,000 106

CFMEU 137,543,000 278,242,000 102

United Voice 79,037,000 147,914,000 87

MUA 25,471,000 45,509,000 79

ASU 24,306,000 37,234,000 53

TWU 26,505,000 33,048,000 24

*earliest available data for NUW is 2008 

Methodology

This data has been compiled by combining the total revenue of union’s individual branches from financial 
disclosures made available through the Registered Organisations Commission website. The figures have been 

rounded down and should be taken as an estimate, not a definitive number. 

60  Registerd Organisations Commission, various (2018) < http://www.roc.gov.au/find-a-registered-organisation>
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Figure 12 Growth in union asset wealth from 2002/3 to 2016/17
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Figure 13 Unions ranked according to growth in asset wealth from 2002/3 to 2016/17

Figure 14 Growth in asset wealth of 15 largest trade unions between 2000 and 2016/17

(sources: Registerd Organisations Commission, various (2018) < http://www.roc.gov.au/find-a-registered-organisation>)

4.3 No members? No worries!

It seems intuitive that as a voluntary organisation, the size of a union’s membership would bear heavily on its 
financial performance. Yet as the table below illustrates, the correlation between a trade union’s membership 

numbers and its financial performance is weak, at best. 

Neither is declining membership necessarily associated with a deteriorating financial position. Several of the unions 

which experienced a marked downturn in membership numbers such as the CEPU, CFMEU and NUW, financially 

outperformed other unions like the SDAEA and ASU which suffered far smaller reductions in their membership. 
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Table 5. Growth in union income compared to change in membership size between 2003 – 2016/17

Trade union Per cent increase income  

between 2003 - 2016

Per cent change in membership  

between 2003 - 2016

CEPU 271 19.2 decrease

ANMF 262 84.05 increase

MUA 185 38 increase

AEU 117 18 increase

ARBTIU 109 6.3 decrease

NUW* 93 *18.1 decrease

HSU 92 19.7 increase

CFMEU 85 22.6 increase

United Voice 77 22.6 decrease

ASU 75 1.4 decrease

SDAEA 72 1.8 decrease

CPSU 54 23.7 decrease

AWU 41 39.4 decrease

AMWU 37 52 decrease

TWU 21 15.4 decrease

*earliest available data for NUW is 2008

4.4 Mimicking the big end of town

The financial performance of some of the largest trade unions now surpasses a host of major national 

companies and the Australian operations of large multinational corporations.

Table 6. Combined income of 15 largest trade unions compared to selected companies

Company Revenue ($M)

15 largest trade unions 748.38

Ray White Group 713.65

J.J. Richards & Sons 678.44

Brisbane Airport 679.76

Ray White Group 713.65

Credit union Australia 693.11

LJ Hooker 566.1

(source: Registered Organisations Commission, various (2018) < http://www.roc.gov.au/find-a-registered-organisation>)
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Table 7. CFMEU 2016/17 income compared to selected private companies 

Company Revenue ($M)

Bond University $180.37

Victoria Racing Club $160

Dyson Group $139.6

CFMEU $138.88

K&L Gates $134.5

Greyhound Australia $129

Fuji Xerox Asia Pacific $113

Table 8. Combined assets of 15 largest trade unions compared to market cap of selected public companies

Company Amount ($B)

Fairfax Media limited 1.86

Pilbara Mine Limited 1.53

Assets of 15 largest unions 1.5

Bega Cheese Limited 1.352

Seven West Media Limited 1.251
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5. Case studies in corporate unions
A closer inspection of the financial affairs of individual unions provide an insight into how unions have monetised 

their role in workplace relations. As these case studies illustrate, the union movement’s transition to a 
corporate business model has relied on two major policy initiatives introduced by the Keating Government - 

compulsory superannuation and enterprise bargaining. 

5.1 Australian Manufacturing Workers’ Union (AMWU)

The Australian Manufacturing Workers’ Union represents manufacturing workers employed in food and 
confectionery; metal and engineering; printing, design and packaging; technical, laboratory, supervisory and 

administrative; vehicle building service and repair. 

In summary, the AMWU has:

― Experienced a severe drop off in membership from 141,544 in 2003 to 68,008 by 2017 - a decline of 52 per cent

― Despite this, the AMWU’s asset wealth has increased by 187 percent, placing it among the most asset-rich unions. 

― Over the same period, the AMWU’s income has continued to rise. The AMWU’s central office branch receives 

all membership dues and accounts for the vast majority of revenue received across branches nationwide. The 

financial reports of the AMWU’s central branch reveal that income from membership dues has grown by $5m, 

while income derived from other sources has increased by nearly $11m. 

 ― Income itemised as ‘sundry income,’ which includes dividends, income from the AMWU’s income protection 

scheme, training course fees, promotional income, board fees and miscellaneous income has grown from $2,586  

in 2003, to $4,001,347 in 201761

Table 9. AMWU central office selected financial disclosures

Total Income Assets Sundry 

Income*

Board Fees Rent Received

2017 47,912,158 129,201,677 4,001,347 418,971 1,123,547

2016 52,076,486 134,967,897 5,119,900 338,136 2,540,157

2015 53,616,888 127,081,868 5,372,499 395,790 2,467,035

2014 55,256,010 122,406,494 4,665,711 373,426 2,590,560

2013 53,947,014 117,000,556 3,647,665 318,040 2,469,503

2012 54,350,676 111,315,911 4,064,862 260,405 2,359,367

2011 50,715,252 102,028,280 1,618,515 2,416,837

2003** 37,196,706 68,811,088 2,586 2,576,387

29,493,085 2,104,768

*includes board fees

** incomplete data available for 2004 - 2010

61  Registerd Organisations Commission, AMWU, financial reports - various (2018) < http://www.roc.gov.au/find-a-registered-organisation/amwu/
amwu> 
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5.2 CEPU electrical, energy and services division Victoria (ETU)

The Victorian electrical, energy and services division of the CEPU, publicly branded as the ETU, has among  

the highest revenues of any union branch in Australia. The division represents members working in the electrical 

and communications contracting industry, power, manufacturing, education, hospitality, aerospace, food and  

other industries. 

In summary, the Victorian branch of the ETU has:

― Grown its membership by 343 since 2003 to a total of 17,485 members in 2016 

― Increased its annual revenue by $6,394,751, or 71.2 per cent

― A significant proportion of its income growth is attributable to trust distributions ($5.9 million), $26.9 million in  

management fees (26.9 million), directors fees ($3 million) and 

administration income ($16.6 million) received between 2003 and 201662

Table 10. ETU Victoria selected financial disclosures 

Total Income Administration 

Income

Directors 

Fees

Trust 

Distributions

Management 

Fees

Profit 

Distributions

2016 15,366,583 4,371,766 210,430 975,000

2015 15,423,029 4,105,943 203,100 1,574,998

2014 16,380,383 4,057,517 197,895 971,250 2,870,624

2013 16,312,584 4,125,849 229,770 217,500 2,821,987

2012 12,104,391 314,592 149,995 3,029,269

2011 11,743,516 300,195 1,325,925 2,676,693

2010 15,280,929 297,998 0 2,627,525

2009 12,275,139 110,417 0 3,392,096

2008 11,465,507 279,491 0 3,367,119 411,892

2007 8,949,892 293,645 0 1,274,671 4,860,605

2006 12,456,879 233,703 283,939 1,836,941 1,472,134

2005 12,400,779 334,406 401,963 1,695,673 2,067,010

2004 9,544,310 23,662 1,368,509 59,728

2003 8,971,832 0 0

Total 178,675,753 16,661,075 3,005,642 5,924,232 26,961,107 8,871,369

Monetising enterprise bargaining

The management fees and other income sources set out above relate to arrangements connected to the ETU’s role 
in enterprise bargaining. For example, Protect is a redundancy and income protection scheme for workers, paid for 

by weekly contributions made by employers pursuant to enterprise agreements negotiated by the ETU. The Royal 

Commission into Trade Union Corruption identified that through a “complex series of arrangements” the ETU is 
paid a management fee of 20 per cent of the cost of coverage provided by Protect. In other words, the ETU derived 

commissions worth millions of dollars by negotiating pay agreements that required employers to purchase  

an insurance product in which the ETU held a direct interest.  

62  Registerd Organisations Commission, CEPU, financial reports - various (2018)  <http://www.roc.gov.au/find-a-registered-organisation/cepu/
communications-electrical-electronic-energy-information-postal-plumbing-and-allied-services-union>
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The lack of itemised income sources in the ETU’s financial statements makes it difficult to calculate the proportion 

of the distributions, management fees and similar payments attributable to arrangements like the Protect deal. 

This alarming lack of transparency should be addressed in future reforms. 

The pattern agreement negotiated between the ETU and the Victorian Chapter of the National Electrical and 

Communications Association shows that the cost of purchasing coverage from Protect is substantial. 

For the period of 2010 to 2014, the agreement required that employers make the following contributions to  

Protect: 

― $65.00 per week per employee up to 30 September 2011; 

― $70.00 per week per employee from 1 October 2011; 

― $75.00 per week per employee from 1 October 2013 

― $80.00 per week per employee from 1 October 2014.63

For a worker earning the median income, the mandatory contributions to Protect by 1 October 2014 would amount 

to more than half their weekly superannuation contributions.

Additionally, income itemised as directors fees reflects the fees paid to the ETU for its office-bearers holding 

directorships in ventures such as industry superannuation funds. 

5.3 National Union of Workers (NUW) Victorian branch

The National Union of Workers represents workers connected to a range of industries including warehousing, 

distribution, storing and packing.

Between 2008 and 2017, the Victorian branch of the NUW has:

―    More than doubled its asset wealth

― Made over $4m from investments and commercial ventures in which it holds an interest  and received  

$9 million in dividends and distributions64

63  ETU Enterprise Agreement 2010 – 2014 < https://www.etuvic.com.au/Documents/Apprentices/2010-2014_ETU_Contracting_EBA.pdf> 
64  Registerd Organisations Commission, NUW, financial reports - various (2018)  < http://www.roc.gov.au/find-a-registered-organisation/nuw/

national-union-of-workers>
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Table 11. National Union of Workers (NUW) Victorian Branch selected financial disclosures 

Year Total Income Assets Dividends & 

Distributions  

Received

Other  

Investment  

Income

2017 14,627,039 36,186,025 1,413,976 857,150

2016 13,354,240 30,282,812 1,387,120 16,853

2015 13,648,119 30,962,416 1,493,679 511,575

2014 13,488,878 29,101,938 963,417 136,420

2013 14,140,300 25,274,550 1,003,753 878,075

2012 11,877,399 21,024,399 992,936

2011 12,239,194 19,899,172 640,419 986,291

2010 11,423,706 17,797,307 706,035 691,864

2009 11,097,727 16,520,797 375,248

2008 10,116,236 16,882,767 222,049

Total 126,012,838 9,198,632 4,078,228

*share of net gain of investments in associates (an associate is an entity over which the NUW has significant influence ie. the power to participate 
in financial and operating policy decisions of the investee

5.4 CFMEU Vic and Tas Construction and General Division

In summary, between 2007 and 2016, the CFMEU’s Victorian and Tasmanian Construction and General Division has: 

― Received over $70 million in grant income; and

― Accrued over $2 million in EBA processing fees65

Table 12. CFMEU Vic and Tas Construction and General Division selected financial disclosures

Year Total Income Assets Grant Income EBA Processing Fee

2016 30,958,899 43,434,849 8,150,393 448,561

2015 29,313,851 42,399,489 7,979,968 87,335

2014 27,331,818 44,484,099 7,582,393 84,544

2013 31,372,413 43,716,361 7,505,207 181,361

2012 28,120,696 32,220,920 7,100,218 434,449

2011 25,132,995 23,771,633 7,229,357 259,178

2010* 22,268,003 48,725,354 7,586,801 172,761

2009* 20,210,327 47,904,239 6,610,521 383,675

2008* 20,560,778 45,697,737 5,826,830 90,226

2007* 18,143,933 45,543,367 4,639,670 80,640

Total 253,413,713 70,211,358 2,222,730

65  Registerd Organisations Commission, CFMEU, financial reports - various (2018)  < http://www.roc.gov.au/find-a-registered-organisation/cfmmeu/
construction-forestry-maritime-mining-and-energy-union>
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Monetising enterprise bargaining

The grant income listed above is predominantly derived from a redundancy, income protection and portable sick leave 

scheme called Incolink. Incolink is a joint venture between the Master Builders Association in Victoria, the CFMEU, 

CEPU, Australian Workers Union and Australian Manufacturing Workers Union.

Similar to the ETU’s arrangement with Protect Scheme set out above, Incolink receives income from employer 

contributions mandated under enterprise agreements negotiated by unions which hold a financial interest in the 

insurance scheme. A “complex and convoluted” set of arrangements delivers a share of Incolink’s profits back to the 

CFMEU in what are labelled as “grants” above. In this regard, the $70 million received by the CFMEU are effectively 

profits derived from the pay and conditions of workers whom they represented in enterprise bargaining. 

5.5 AWU Victoria  

The AWU represents workers in manufacturing, steel, aluminium, glass, oil & gas, aviation, agriculture state 

services, local government, health plastics, hospitality and food among other industries. In summary, the AWU has:

― Suffered a decline in membership from 22,805 in 2004 to 16,396 in 2016

― Enjoyed a rise in asset wealth of just over 340 per cent

― Experienced a modest rise in income of 1,581,699 

― Of the branches income growth, just under half was attributable to growth in membership income, with the 

remainder almost entirely attributable to insurance brokerage fees & commissions and grants

― Since 2006, $5.49 million of the branches revenue has been derived from insurance brokerage fees & commissions

― Since 2013, $2.69 million of the branches revenue has been derived from grants66

Table 13. AWU Victoria selected financial disclosures

Year Total Income Membership 

Income

Assets Insurance 

Brokerage Fees & 

Commissions

Grants

2016 7,681,225 5,835,132 8,088,778 751,990 681,803

2015 8,222,254 6,074,837 8,560,490 773,959 649,336

2014 8,590,537 6,559,052 8,735,857 856,948 618,415

2013 8,956,110 6,533,682 8,243,293 945,007 748,954

2012 7,061,051 7,061,051 9,358,213 880,915 0

2011 9,358,213 6,444,342 8,624,952 701,903 0

2010 8,074,310 5,995,104 6,673,833 0 0

2009 8,023,241 6,068,992 6,104,517 0 0

2008 7,589,713 5,948,235 5,173,723 241,187 0

2007 7,158,354 5,654,045 4,552,259 247,063 0

2006 7,172,164 6,002,350 3,853,842 89,269 0

2005 6,101,835 5,126,009 2,902,745 0 0

2004 6,099,526 5,070,067 2,650,082 0 0

2003 5,307,815 4,418,078 2,348,598 0 0

2002 4,821,602 4,347,400 2,372,896 0 0

Total 5,488,241 2,698,508

66  Registerd Organisations Commission, AWU, financial reports - various (2018)  http://www.roc.gov.au/find-a-registered-organisation/awu/the-
australian-workers-union
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Monetising enterprise bargaining

The insurance brokerage fees and commissions set out above are derived from redundancy and income protection 

insurance entity Incolink described in case study 4 above and Coverforce, another income-protection insurance 

group. The arrangements follow broadly the same pattern described in case studies 2 and 4: employers are required 

to purchase redundancy and income protection coverage for their workforces under the terms of union-negotiated 
enterprise agreements. In return, the AWU receives a commission for every worker under the scheme. 

5.6 Cleaning up corporate unions

The union movement’s success in monetising workplace relations will be investigated in future MRC research 

briefs. These preliminary case studies demonstrate that further scrutiny of these arrangements, particularly 

revenue earned by unions as a consequence of conditions they have negotiated in the context of enterprise 

bargaining, deserve further scrutiny.

The practice of trade unions negotiating collective agreements from which unions also financially benefit poses 

a clear conflict of interest. It means that in performing its role as a bargaining agent, a trade union is effectively 

caught between its own financial interests and carrying out its duty to negotiate in the best interests of workers. 

These arrangements are also an affront to the freedom of association of the workers covered by these enterprise 

agreements, having regard to the union movement’s sizeable donations to the Australian Labor Party. 

These case studies also highlight the need for significantly enhanced transparency and oversight of the financial 

interests of trade unions. The financial statements lodged with the Registered Organisations Commission do not 

clearly identify which streams of union revenue are attributable to members, commercial interests, government 

grants, employers and enterprise agreements.

Achieving greater transparency in the source of trade union revenue is a worthy objective in its own right. 

However, the case for improved disclosure is sharpened by the ongoing debate about workplace relations reform. 

Given that several of the ACTU’s proposals for workplace reform would increase its ability to monetise the 

workplace relations system, there is a clear public interest in identifying the proportion of the trade union 

movement’s revenue that is attributable solely to its legally privileged status in workplace relations. 

These problems were recognised in volume 5 of the final report of the Royal Commission into Trade Union Corruption 

by Commissioner Dyson Heydon:

“The income that flows to unions from the operation of these terms has several potential consequences.

First, it may induce a union, and its officials and employees, to engage in coercive conduct to compel 

employers to contribute to a fund from which the union derives a benefit, or to agree to terms in an 

enterprise agreement requiring such contribution. 

Secondly, the income creates an actual or potential conflict of interest, and can lead to breaches of fiduciary 

duty by union officials.

Thirdly, the predominance of clauses that benefit particular unions is likely to diminish competition. 

Coercive conduct taken by employee organisations to secure such clauses in enterprise agreements is akin 

to the types of conduct prohibited by the exclusive dealing provisions in the Competition and Consumer  

Act 2010 (Cth).”67

67  Royal Commission into Trade Union Corruption, Final Report, Volume 5 page 330
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6. Implications for workplace relations reform

6.1 Revising false assumptions about unions in workplace relations

The key message of this brief is that many of the assumptions which underpin public debate about the role of trade 

unions in workplace relations are false and misleading. 

Today's trade union movement has no legitimate claim to represent low-paid, disadvantaged workers or indeed the 

mainstream of the Australian workforce. Unions represent a minority of workers who are predominantly well 

educated, well-paid workers in professional or managerial employment supported by public spending. 

Second, union decline is not a consequence of workplace relations policies hostile to trade unionism. The primary reason 

unions have declined is the preferences of workers. Trade unions are increasingly irrelevant to Australia’s 
contemporary skills and services-based workforce. 

Third, unions have leveraged their privileged status in workplace relations to monetise workers’ representation. This 

has enabled unions to transition to a corporate business model, financially future-proofing themselves against further 

declines in membership. This is evidenced by the fact that union financial performance has almost no correlation with 

membership size. 

6.2 Increasing union power a smokescreen for self-interest

The findings of this brief have several implications for workplace relations policy debate:

Increasing union power would enhance their already disproportionate influence

Foremost, any proposal that increases union power and influence in workplace relations on the grounds of redressing 

a perceived imbalance of power between workers and employers should be viewed sceptically. The mainstream of 

Australia’s workforce are not represented by trade unions. Accordingly, public debate about workplace relations must 

carefully differentiate between the interests of trade unions and the workforce at large. 

Union members have less to lose from re-regulating the labour market

Second, today’s union membership is predominantly employed in areas of the workforce sheltered from market 

forces and supported by government spending. As such, most of the union movement would be largely shielded 

from diminished competitiveness and other adverse consequences that would result from the ACTU and Labor’s 

plan for a more rigid, centralised labour market. On the other hand, the low-paid workers in insecure work who form 

the rhetorical focus of the ACTU’s Change the Rules campaign would be more vulnerable to drawbacks of a more 

regulated labour market. This is because job losses resulting from higher wages and restrictive work conditions 

disproportionately affect workers At the margins of the workforce. 

The ACTU’s workplace relations rule changes would be a cash cow for unions

Third, the ACTU’s proposals to increase union influence over collective bargaining should be carefully scrutinised 

against the background of the union movement’s financial dependence on revenue derived from enterprise bargaining 

and superannuation. Major ACTU policies, such as industry-wide bargaining and allowing employers to be compelled 

to collectively bargain will enable unions to further monetise their privileged role in workplace relations. 
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