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Welcome to our first special-themed issue of the Labour History Project Bulletin, 

focusing on precarious work in Aotearoa New Zealand. In early 2016, the Labour 

History Project committed to selecting a current labour theme each year that 

would determine the direction of our historical work in conversation with current 

issues and campaigns. Each November issue of the Bulletin will be dedicated to 

that theme.

We open this issue with an article by Dylan Kelly, reprinted from Spinoff (thank 

you!), where, in this new political climate of kindness and hopefulness, he reviews 

the legacy of his Mum, Helen Kelly, and the current state of issues she cared most 

about—labour law, cannabis reform, health and safety in primary industries, and 

punishment for Pike River: criminalising corporate manslaughter. We miss you 

Helen Kelly, and wish you were here.

 

The New Zealand Council of Trade Union’s 2012 report, Under Pressure: A Detailed 

Report into Insecure Work, informs many articles in this issue, but particularly Bill 

Rosenberg’s survey of non-standard work arrangements that lead to insecure 

and exploitative working conditions. Bill places the New Zealand situation in 

a global context, and builds on the work of Deborah Tucker and Guy Standing. 

Indicators of precarity are: no certainty of ongoing employment (or earnings); 

lack of employee control over the workplace; low income levels; lack of access 

to benefits such as sick leave, education and training; and little regulatory and 

union protection. A conservative guesstimate in 2012 found that over 30 per cent 

of the New Zealand workforce were in insecure work.

People telling their own stories is transformative work, and Ross Webb and 

Linda Hill do justice to this kaupapa. Linda Hill speaks to Maree, who was 

hired through an employment agency to be a casual ‘picker and packer’ of 

cheap imported clothing sold on-line in 2007.  Maree explains what made her 

angry about her work—the exploitative workplace pay and conditions; the dual 

system of permanent and casual workers; and the unchecked power of shop floor 

supervisors. Without union coverage, it is extremely difficult for casual workers 

to challenge exploitation. 

FROM THE SHOP FLOOR

Editorial & Chair’s Report
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Ross has been building a history of the fight against precarious work at AFFCO 

in Wairoa by conducting oral histories. In their own words, meat workers Peter 

Amato, Daphne Wharehinga, Loncey Crawford and Hilton Rohe explain how the 

Talley Group took over the AFFCO plant and imposed systems that made work 

insecure. They recall their resistance and fightback, their loyalty to one another 

(whanaungatanga), the importance of a strong union culture inside and outside 

the workforce, and how they are all connected. As Peter Amato says: “I love being 

a unionist.  I love all my mates that have been with me… If we don’t make this 

stand, who makes this stand?… If we did fail, if we did get shafted, I really didn’t 

want it to happen to the doctors, the teachers, the nurses, the bus-drivers. If the 

[Employment Relations Amendment Act] had made it past us, everyone would be 

in the firing line. And I can’t have that.”

Sam Huggard’s article explores new organisational responses to ameliorate the 

poor wages and conditions of precarious work. Sam reviews four methods unions 

use to build worker’s power in the workplace: broad-based bargaining, with the 

example of the Living Wage Movement; strategic litigation, such as the Service 

and Food Workers’ Union and Kristine Bartlett pay equity case; external leverage 

to resolve workplace issues, for example, how hapū and iwi put pressure on 

Talley’s AFFCO to end an industrial lockout in 2012; and informal associations 

for labour hire workers who would not have union coverage otherwise.

Most of the articles contained within this journal relate to the recent history of 

insecure and irregular work, but as Jared Davidson demonstrates, precarious 

work is nothing new; the three-decade Fordist era was a brief interruption. Jared 

traces the working-class struggles for liberation from work by foregrounding early 

twentieth-century experiences of Joseph Goss and Henry Murphy. He explores 

“the refusal of work as a potential strategy for both the abolition of precarious 

labour, and the very relations that call capital and the proletariat into being.”

Ross Webb’s book review of Precarity: Uncertain, Insecure and Unequal Lives in 

Aotearoa New Zealand, edited by Shiloh Groot, Clifford Van Ommen, Bridgette 

Masters-Awatere and Natasha Tassell-Matamua (Palmerston North: Massey 

University Press, 2017)  is also in keeping with the precarious work theme.

The final book review of Hopes Dashed? The Economics of Gender Inequality, 

by Prue Hyman (Wellington: BWB Texts, 2017) is intended to introduce the 

Labour History Project’s new theme for 2018: pay equity and equal employment 

opportunity. It seems fitting on the 125th anniversary of women gaining the 

vote, to explore the histories of people who have campaigned to eradicate gender 

inequality and associated discrimination based on ethnicity, class, marital status, 

disability, sexuality and age. I look forward to your contributions, dear reader.

I want to sincerely thank the contributors to this issue, and those who assisted 

in copyediting and design —it has been a wonderful collective effort. I feel very 

privileged to be chairing the Labour History Project Committee, who are such 

talented and enthusiastic people: Anna Green, Asher Goldman, Ciaran Doolin, 

Claire-Louise McCurdy, Emma Kelly, Barry Pateman, Jared Davidson, Peter 

Clayworth, Richard Hill, Ross Teppett, Ross Webb, Russell Campbell, Sue Shone 
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and Therese O’Connell. We miss Grace Millar and her institutional knowledge, 

but thankfully she is just an email away. New subcommittees are up and running 

and we are gearing up for the Rona Bailey biennial lecture, given by Therese 

O’Connell, on 20 November, 5.30pm at Te Whaea: the National Dance and 

Drama Centre. 

In the last Chair’s Report, Grace reflected that the year had been “strange and 

at times scary.” It is quite amazing how much the mood has shifted with the 

election of a new Labour-led Coalition government, and policy announcements 

that will make life a little easier for many people. I want to thank all of you who 

have been campaigning for a better world. There is much work to be done to 

make this happen, but hope makes the burden lighter, and utopian futures easier 

to imagine. Take care out there.

Cybèle Locke

LHP Chairperson and Guest Editor

News Round-up
On a new government, kindness and the (unfinished) legacy 
of my mother, Helen Kelly
By Dylan Kelly, reprinted with permission from Spinoff

Jacinda Ardern’s programme offers real hope for the issues Mum fought so passionately 

for, from labour law and cannabis reform to forestry and Pike River, writes Dylan Kelly.

A little over a year ago, my mother Helen Kelly passed away, aged 52. She’d been 

diagnosed with terminal lung cancer 18 months earlier, and had resigned as 

President of the Council of Trade Unions six months after that. She had spent 

most of the intervening time tweeting, Facebooking and otherwise campaigning 

hard for various issues from her cozy blue armchair in our lounge, our cat Tifa 

purring loudly in her lap.

I think Mum’s diagnosis led many people to take her causes more seriously. When 

somebody’s using their last few breaths to ask you to care about something, they 

probably don’t have any ulterior motives. It is therefore much harder to write 

them off as a socialist crackpot.

I’m wary of casting Mum as a cynical political operator, and of detracting from 

the incredible work she did when she was well. Many of her most significant 

and lasting victories, particularly in forestry, were won well before she got sick. 

Mum was simply a brilliant and savvy communicator, who saw the attention 

and goodwill her impending doom was generating as a spotlight to train on the 

issues she really cared about. She always looked on the bright side of death.

Mum cared deeply about many of New Zealand’s entrenched social and industrial 

issues—the low wage economy, the gender pay gap, the treatment of young 
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people, you name it. But her career, and perhaps her life, would come to be 

defined by four major issues: the Hobbit dispute, the Pike River mine disaster, 

health and safety (particularly in the forestry sector), and access to medicinal 

cannabis.

These were the issues that she fought most passionately to resolve. During her 

lifetime, these battles were not always fruitful. But all four have been promptly 

addressed by the new government. It seemed like a good time to take a pass over 

Mum’s legacy, to see how far we’ve come, and how far we’ve got to go.

Hobbitses

Mum first broke into mainstream public consciousness during the unsuccessful 

fight against the Hobbit law, when thousands of film industry workers were 

stripped of their collective bargaining rights after Warner Bros threatened to take 

the Hobbit films offshore. The fallout from the Hobbit dispute led to Mum being 

described as “one of the most actively disliked women in the country” at the time. 

Calling St Peter Jackson a “spoilt brat”—a misfortune I endured throughout my 

childhood—was a measure of how strongly Mum felt about workers’ fundamental 

right to collectively bargain. She later apologised for the remark, but I don’t think 

she regretted it.

The law was eventually changed, even though the dispute had already been resolved 

without it. In reality, it was mostly a plum excuse for a National government to 

do what it loves most—bashing unions and disrupting employment relations to 

favour employers—while in effect paying Warner Bros taxpayer money (in the 

form of tax breaks) for the privilege of doing so. But after six years in breach 

of international labour laws, the new government is giving The Employment 

Relations (Film Production Workers) Amendment Act the boot. International 

union movement one, international film production company nil.

(Disclaimer: for those who think this move will kill the film industry, I work in 

the film industry. It won’t. Most overseas film industries are heavily unionised. 

The next 25 Avatar sequels will be just fine.)

Cannabis

Mum hated morphine. She said it made her ‘gluggy’. What was the point in 

spending your last days on Earth trapped in an opioid haze? A friend gave her a 

cap of cannabis oil, and it was a revelation; better pain relief, a bigger appetite 

and most importantly the ability to think and hold a conversation. It was basically 

the difference between her living her life and being confined to bed. Pretty soon 

Mum was openly admitting to regular use of medicinal cannabis, in an effort 

to make it easier for others to access. The popular consensus around cannabis 

use at the time seemed to be that so-called “medicinal” cannabis users were just 

potheads in disguise, trying to get the ball rolling down the slippery slope to full 

legalisation.

Mum was clearly not one of these people, and yet here she was—not arguing 

facts and figures and harm minimisation, but simply saying “I need this, because 

I’m dying and in pain and it’s the only thing that helps. I’m not hurting anyone. 
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Why am I a criminal?” She knew that no one was going to tell a dying woman 

that she was making it all up to get high. She knew no one would arrest her, even 

though she was publicly tweeting the associate minister of health daily to tell him 

that she was breaking the law. She knew that this would highlight the hypocrisy 

of arresting others for the same harmless crime.

It worked. The emperor had no clothes. It was one of several watershed moments 

in a slow, seismic shift away from the hopeless war-on-drugs mentality. Ancient 

enemies Cameron Slater (who affectionately referred to Mum as “Comrade 

Kelly”) and Don Brash even got on board. Fast-forward to this year’s debate, and 

Jacinda Ardern’s rapid-fire declaration that legal medicinal cannabis was a no-

brainer was considered the savvy political response.

Now medicinal cannabis will be made legal ASAP, with approximately zero 

controversy. That same (former) associate health minister who became the 

unfortunate victim of Mum’s Twitter campaign, the Honourable Peter Dunne, 

has since called for personal cannabis use to be fully legalised and regulated. The 

new government will go to the country in 2020 to ask us if we agree.

Pike River

It’s difficult for me to track Mum’s involvement with Pike River, as it’s such a 

long-running and torrid affair, and so many wonderful people have been involved 

in getting to where we are now. I only know that some of the ‘Pikies’ came to visit 

Mum and the family regularly, especially in her final weeks, and that they loved 

her to bits and appreciated her public advocacy immensely. The affection was 

mutual. Like so many people Mum worked with, Anna and Sonya have become 

part of our extended whānau.

Mum was one of the earliest voices calling for foreman Peter Whittall to be held to 

account rather than mythologised, and immediately began asking inconvenient 

and pertinent questions about how these men were allowed to die in the first 

place. She also directed the CTU to challenge in court the decision to drop 

charges against Whittall. At the time of writing, the case against the case against 

Whittall is still in the Supreme Court.

Incredibly, unjustly, it may be that no one is found liable for the deaths of the Pike 

River 29. But Pike River stuck in the public consciousness long and distastefully 

enough for Winston Peters, and eventually Jacinda Ardern, to publicly commit 

to re-entry. Again, by the time this happened, it was seen as the rational political 

stance. A long-overdue re-entry to the mine, headed by a new minister for Pike 

River re-entry, should provide merciful closure for the families, and hopefully 

some clues about what really happened down there. Mum always held that Pike 

was a crime scene; hopefully it will be treated as such by the new government.

Health and safety

Following Mum and the CTU’s broadside on the atrocious rates of injury and 

death in the forestry industry, new health and safety regulations were introduced 

by Worksafe. Casualty rates in the sector declined dramatically after these 

changes, but they are already rising again. At least five people have died already 



LHP BULLETIN 71 - NOVEMBER 2017

9

this year in forestry; a rate of death already ten times higher (ten fucking times!) 

than comparably hazardous primary industries like agriculture, which already 

has worryingly high casualty rates. You have to be pretty bad to be ten times 

worse than crap.

The current CTU President, Richard Wagstaff, believes some forest owners 

are ignoring new regulations introduced after their 2013 campaign. But we do 

have a Minister of Forestry now. Shane Jones and Iain Lees-Galloway (our new 

Minister of Employment Relations) must ensure all forestry employers comply 

with improved Health and Safety codes. They should prosecute those who don’t 

with all the relentless zeal of a WINZ inspector who’s just caught a beneficiary 

borrowing money to pay their rent.

What now?

A law criminalising corporate manslaughter is essential to long-term worker 

safety in all hazardous industries. Such a law would go a long way towards 

preventing the next Pike River. If employers, directors and managers like Peter 

Whittall know that they personally could go to jail for failing to ensure their 

employees’ safety, they’re far less likely to ask them to work 12-hour days in 

windy forests, or send them down mines with no ventilation or escape route. 

What happened at Pike River could easily have been avoided, and is damning 

proof that nothing less than personal criminal liability will motivate some people 

to keep their employees safe.

NZ First may be skittish about cracking down on the primary industry employers 

whence much of their support—and donations—come. But donors be damned: 

human lives must be put first. Talley’s will not go bankrupt by ensuring the 

safety of its employees. On the contrary, the last death on a Talley’s boat cost 

the company close to $100,000 in fines and compensation. If Winston Peters is 

serious about restoring capitalism’s “responsible, human face”, he must take a 

principled stand against some of its ugliest beneficiaries. People over profits should 

be the guiding principle of our new government, from social development to 

sport and recreation (side note: pay the bloody Black Ferns already!). We should 

remind the government often and loudly that they were not elected by money—

they were elected by us.
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Legacy

Mum’s bugbears had a common denominator: imbalance of power. People were 

hurting and dying who shouldn’t be, usually because other, more powerful 

people—their bosses or the government—had been lazy, selfish, careless or just 

plain mean. Powerful people are hard to hold to account. Mum’s work must have 

sometimes felt like fighting a forest fire with a garden hose. But she never gave 

up, and now our shiny new government has put several of her dearest causes at 

the forefront of its 100-day plan. Where there’s a will, there’s a way.

Obviously, Mum deserves only a tiny sliver of the credit for this fresh approach 

to running the country. In each of her big fights, the heroes are the people that 

struggled through their personal suffering to fight for what they knew was right. 

Bernie Monk, Anna Osborne and Sonya Rockhouse, and all the other Pike River 

families. Alex Renton’s mother, Rose, who is currently in court for supplying 

cannabis to chronically ill patients like Mum. Maryanne Butler-Finlay, whose 

partner Charles died on a Tokoroa forestry block. Robyn Malcolm and the hard-

working staff of Actors’ Equity.

But voices like Mum’s—and the inimitable Metiria Turei’s—have turned out 

to be crucial in shifting the public discourse around poverty, health and safety, 

cannabis and other issues to discussions of kindness and empathy, not dollars 

and cents. Watching Winston Peters, ever the man with his finger on the pulse, 

deliver a moving, principled rant against the inequities of modern capitalism 

from the parliamentary podium, I couldn’t help but think that Mum or Metiria 

would have said much the same things.

I wish Mum had been alive to witness Jacindamania, and to bask in the ascension 

of a brilliant, passionate, caring young woman to the 9th floor. She’d have been 

so thrilled. But it was never about Mum. It was about everyone else.

Mum’s final public words were “I want people just to be kind. It would make 

a hell of a difference.” Jacinda Ardern, in her final interview before becoming 

prime minister, told John Campbell that her government was going to “bring 

kindness back.” That attitude shift should not be underestimated. It’s already 

informing government policy across the board; from halting the deportation of 

a disabled Fijian man, to a six-dollar raise on the minimum wage, to a billion-

dollar regional development fund. This is just the beginning. Kindness is back, 

and it’s not fucking around.

We’ve got a lot of work to do. But with Prime Minister Ardern and co in charge, 

we can finally get started.

Editorial note: As this Bulletin went to print, the Labour-led government announced 

that it was setting up a working group to replace the so-called Hobbit law.
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Launch of Wobblies of the World
Wobblies of the World: A Global History of the IWW, edited by Peter Cole, David 

Struthers and Kenyon Zimmer, will be launched, 30 November, at Trades Hall, 

Auckland, organised by the Auckland Labour History Group. Mark Derby and 

Peter Clayworth of the LHP will speak on their contributions to the book. 

There is also a launch the day before at the New Zealand Historical Association 

conference, 29 November, 5pm, on Level 2 Foyer, Arts 1, University of Auckland. 

All are welcome.
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Beyond the Women’s Suffrage Petiton: History from Below
LHP Committee member and archivist Jared Davidson shares some thoughts from 

his curatorial work for He Tohu, a new exhibition of three constitutional documents 

that shape Aotearoa New Zealand. Crowdsourcing biographies of those who signed the 

1893 Suffrage Petition has been a large part of the project.

Making the invisible visible, and telling history from below—these are some of 

the key themes that have stuck with me from our biographical work on the 1893 

Women’s Suffrage Petition. 

The lives of ordinary, working-class, nineteenth-century women can be hard to 

find in government archives. The opportunity to rescue their stories and make 

them visible has been a major success of the project. We now know a lot more 

about women who may not have been active organisers or community leaders, 

but who nonetheless added their name to the cause of women’s franchise— 

women such as Elizabeth Rosevear, housekeeper; Henrietta McKaigue, domestic 

servant; and Fanny Oliver, the wife of a bricklayer. These are individuals who, by 

acting together, made history.

This is not only a type of history from below—an historical narrative that 

emphasises the perspective of common people rather than leaders—but a 

history by and for below. This has very much been a project of collaboration and 

crowdsourcing, motivated by love of the documents and the stories they tell 

rather than for material gain or academic prestige. 

Thanks to the passion and energy of family historians, students, librarians, 

archivists, and other researchers, these stories are now not only visible, but 

accessible. Anyone with an internet connection can explore the online database 

Recent and Current Research

Women working in the Roslyn Woollen Mill. MNZ-0704-1/4-F. Alexander Turnbull Library.
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at NZHistory, read the research, and make their own contribution through the 

comments function. It is only fitting that the suffragists’ struggle for wider 

participation in society finds its ideals echoed, all these years later, in the way 

these biographies have been created and shared.

‘NZ’s Road to Socialism’: An Oral History of the Communist 
Movement in Aotearoa New Zealand
By the time you receive this issue of the Bulletin, NZ’s Road to Socialism and the 

Canterbury Socialist Society will have co-hosted an event, 9 November 2017, to launch 

a new project to record oral histories of the Communist movement and to mark the 

100th Anniversary of the October Revolution. The focus of the project will be interviews 

with people who were involved with the socialist movement in the 20th Century. ‘NZ’s 

Road to Socialism’ writes: 

While the history [of the] CPNZ provides a focus, we are equally interested in the 

histories of all other groups in the Bolshevik tradition such as the SUP and WCL, 

SAL and others. (There is no particular reason why socialist (including anarchist) 

groups and individuals who situate themselves outside of the Bolshevik tradition 

could not be included, it all depends on people, time etc.) We will go as far 

back as living memory allows, and as far forwards as the 1990s, the decade in 

which most of the groups inspired by the Russian Revolution either dissolved or 

underwent significant changes. The people whose stories we would like to hear 

and record include not only the long-time members of socialist groups, but those 

who joined and then left, those who were expelled, those who worked alongside 

these organisations but never carried a card, perhaps even those who opposed 

them from within the movements—the aim is to get a well-rounded, “warts and 

all” view.

There is room for many people to be involved in this project. Obviously, we need 

people to interview and people to do the interviewing, there will also likely be 

other forms of research, as well as administration and presenting the results. 

This is not envisioned as an academic project, but we would like to be consistent 

with academic standards for oral history research, and we would welcome the 

support and advice of academics working in this field. There may also be room 

for students to contribute to this project as part of their studies. As for the goals 

of the project, firstly we want to hear these stories for their own sake, while 

we still can. Secondly, we want to discuss and understand what “socialism” 

and “communism” meant to those who have fought for it in the past, both in 

terms of their vision of an alternative to capitalism and their practice as activists. 

Thirdly, we hope that this research will contribute to building a stronger socialist 

movement now and in the future.

For more information see the Facebook page: https://www.facebook.com/NZs-

road-to-socialism-1428292883927674. David Colyer is one of the initiators of this 

oral history project.

Ross Webb is the Research Editor of the Bulletin. If you have research you think would 

be of interest to our readers, please contact Ross at rosswebb12@gmail.com 
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Insecure work in New Zealand
By Bill Rosenberg
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There is a growing concern in New Zealand and internationally about 

the breakdown of ‘standard’ employment relationships, usually defined as a 

permanent, full time employee-employer relationship. This article surveys the 

types of non-standard employment arrangements that are now common in New 

Zealand, and why these arrangements often lead to insecure and exploitative 

working conditions.

Not all alternatives to standard employment are undesirable. For example, part-

time work enables parents to mix work with looking after their families. Casual 

or labour hire work may suit some people if they genuinely have the flexibility 

to choose when to accept work and are not punished for declining. Some people 

prefer the perceived freedom of ‘being their own boss’ through self-employment. 

The problems come when these are not real choices or they are the result of 

employers taking advantage of their superior bargaining power. It is particularly 

true of situations where employees are subject to unwanted job insecurity. For 

example, job or task auction sites like Amazon’s Mechanical Turk,1 Uber in 

transport, and proposals for a similar ‘app’ system for residential care work open 

up new areas for insecurity and exploitation. They explicitly create a ‘market’ 

close to the classic sense in which the labour of would-be workers is auctioned to 

would-be employers on an ‘as-needed’ basis from the employer’s point of view. In 

the case of job or task auction sites, workers may come from virtually anywhere 

in the world. The term ‘employer’ is used loosely here because in general the 

form of ‘employment’ is as a self-employed contractor with no employment 

rights. Unless regulated such work provides no security, no minimum wages or 

conditions, no opportunities for training or professional development. It is wide 

open to discrimination on grounds such as gender, ethnicity, politics, religion, 

unfair comment, or simply what a would-be worker looks like. It can undermine 

better quality jobs in the same industries. 

The New Zealand Council of Trade Unions (CTU) explored insecurity in New 

Zealand in its 2013 report Under Pressure.2 This article uses material from that 

report and adds updated information. It also looks at the exploitation of migrant 

workers as a particularly vulnerable group. Under Pressure emphasised that 

insecurity is not simply about the availability of work. Building on the work of 

Deborah Tucker and Guy Standing on precarious work, it presented five main 

dimensions that could indicate precarity: certainty of ongoing employment (or 

earnings); degree of employee control (including low bargaining power and 

dangerous or unhealthy work); level of income; level of benefits (lack of access to 

standard non-wage benefits such as sick leave, or to education and training); and 

degree of regulatory and union protection.3
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Uncertainty of ongoing employment
This takes the form of high risk of job loss, a job that can be terminated with little 

or no prior notice by the employer, no explicit or implicit contract for ongoing 

employment, uncertain or irregular earnings, and no career prospects. Under 

Pressure estimated that in 2012 over 30 per cent of the labour force, excluding 

employers, were insecure because they had temporary jobs, were permanent 

workers expecting job loss within a year, were unemployed or were in particularly 

insecure self-employment. 

Questions in Statistics New Zealand’s quarterly Household Labour Force Survey 

since June 2016 shed some light on the degree of insecure work, though it still 

leaves many questions. In June 2017, out of the 2.067 million employees in New 

Zealand, 91 per cent were permanent employees, 5 per cent casual, 3 per cent 

fixed term, and 0.4 per cent employed through a labour hire agency. One per 

cent were in seasonal work not otherwise categorised. Just over one in five (21 

per cent) of employees and self-employed were part-time, though this does not 

necessarily imply insecurity. 

There were 463,000 people whose main income came from self-employment. 

Among them are ‘dependent contractors’ who are dependent on one business for 

most or all of their work but lacking the benefits and protections of an employee. 

Their condition is described in more detail below. Of the 293,000 self-employed 

people without employees, 5.5 per cent would prefer not to be self-employed. Few 

young people aged 15-24 were self-employed (without employees) but a quarter 

of the young self-employed would prefer not to be. 

As will be seen below, the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 

Development (OECD) ranks New Zealand as having the lowest overall level 

of protection of permanent workers against dismissal among all its member 

countries. New Zealand has a very high turnover of employment expressed in 

terms of job tenure: in the year to June 2017, 23 per cent of workers had been 

in their job for less than a year, the third highest proportion in the OECD (2015 
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OECD data), which averaged 15 per cent. Only 26 per cent had been in their job 

for over 10 years compared to an average of 34 per cent in the OECD as a whole 

and 43 per cent in a group of 16 European Union members. While Denmark and 

Sweden have similar high turnover, they respond with much stronger support 

for workers who lose their jobs than New Zealand’s very weak system provides, 

as will be seen below. The OECD also reports that New Zealand has high flows 

in and out of unemployment.4

Degree of employee control
Low employee control can be seen in employees’ lack of control or bargaining 

power over their employment and working arrangements; hours of work that 

are uncertain or can be changed at will by the employer; or the job is dangerous 

or unhealthy because of the tasks performed or poor health and safety practices. 

Among employees, only 18 per cent were protected by a collective employment 

agreement in June 2017, one of the lowest proportions in the OECD. Further, 

7.6 per cent had no written employment agreement at all. This is significantly 

adds to their vulnerability and is against the law. As will be seen below, in 

some industries forms of ‘dependent contracting’ dominate. These workers are 

formally self-employed but may be little different to employees other than having 

none of the bargaining rights and legal minimum conditions. 

Under Pressure reported that at the end of 2012 there were 94,700 workers (66,400 

of them permanent) who had “no usual working time” and 118,400 (permanent 

and temporary) who had less than two weeks notice of their work schedule. The 

use of ‘availability provisions’ which requires employees to be on call without 

pay and no guarantee of employment is common in the fast food, hotel, retail 

and security industries. While many may appear to be permanent or fixed term 

employees, their reality is that their income and hours worked in a week are 

unpredictable and variable. In 2016, law changes regulated the use of such 

practices (including the banning of agreements with a requirement to work but 

no fixed hours—so-called zero hours contracts).

In 2009 employers were given the ability to introduce ‘fire at will’ conditions for 

new employees, putting them on a 90 day trial when they can be dismissed at 

short notice with no good reason and lose personal grievance rights. The use 

of fire at will provisions were initially restricted to employers with fewer than 

20 employees but were later extended to all employers. The National Survey of 

Employers for 2014/15 (commissioned by the Ministry of Business, Innovation 

and Employment, MBIE) found that two-thirds of surveyed employers has used 

this at least once in the last twelve months, meaning a minimum of 57,500 

employees (probably many more) had been subject to this insecurity and breach 

of natural justice.5 Almost a quarter of the employers had dismissed employees 

during the trial over the previous year—at least 13,500 people (again, probably 

many more). The stated objective was to encourage employers to take on more 

employees, particularly those from disadvantaged groups. However, a 2016 

study found there was no such employment effect; this is consistent with 

international evidence.6 Despite this failure of the policy to reach its stated aims, 

the Government has refused to repeal the fire at will provisions. 
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New Zealand’s appalling health and safety record led to the Government setting 

up the Independent Taskforce on Workplace Health and Safety in 2012.7 This 

followed the Pike River coal mine disaster which cost 29 lives and exposed years 

of deliberate deregulation and feeble enforcement. The government agency 

set up as a result of the Taskforce’s report, WorkSafe, estimates that the rate 

of workplace fatalities in New Zealand is 75 per cent higher than the UK, after 

adjusting for the different industrial structures in the two countries (2.8 fatalities 

per 100,000 workers compared to 1.6 in the UK in 2014).8 A report commissioned 

by the Taskforce showed New Zealand’s fatality rate among nine OECD countries 

was worst in five of 13 industries compared. These were solely the deaths by 

injury: in addition, MBIE estimates that there were 600–900 deaths due to work-

related disease during 2010.10

New legislation passed in 2015 will hopefully improve the situation, but it is 

known that people in precarious work are also likely to have greater health 

and safety risks. For example, the Taskforce’s report stated: “employees new to 

positions or engaged in temporary, casual or seasonal work may be particularly 

at risk” and “there is a lethal nexus between high-risk population groups and 

high-risk industries.” It identified poor worker participation, low union density 

and fear of reprisals among the many factors contributing to the poor record.11 

Level of income
At worst, incomes can be at or below the minimum wage. But even above 

the minimum wage income may be insufficient to maintain the wellbeing of 

workers and their dependents. There is an interaction between insecurity and 

income. Low income exacerbates the problems of insecurity because workers are 

unable to build up reserves to take them through periods of zero or low income, 

while high income earners (such as self-employed lawyers, accountants or other 

professionals) can tolerate a much higher level of income variability and periods 

without paid work. 

Research the CTU published recently found 36 per cent of employees earned 

an hourly rate less than the Living Wage in June 2016, a little under 10 per cent 

were receiving the minimum wage or less, and there appeared to more workers 

receiving less than the adult minimum wage than would be expected from legal 

exemptions.12 While there have been quite rapid rises in the minimum wage 

since 2000 (in the period studied, from 1998 to 2015, the minimum hourly wage 

rose as fast as the hourly rate for the top decile of wage and salary incomes: 39 

per cent after adjusting for inflation), wages rose at only half the rate for the 

next 50 per cent of employees above the minimum wage (they rose 18-20 per 

cent). The income per hour of almost 50 per cent of self-employed was below 

the Living Wage and 37 per cent received less than the minimum wage (though 

there are ways many self-employed can disguise their income, such as through 

capital gains). 

There is a significant wage penalty for most types of temporary work, so workers 

suffer from both insecurity and lower wages. Gail Pacheco and Bill Cochrane 

found a penalty of between 13 per cent and 17 per cent for temporary work but 
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the penalty ranged between zero for fixed term employment and 20 to 24 per cent 

for casual workers.13

Lack of access to standard non-wage benefits
Lack of access to benefits includes standard non-wage entitlements such as sick 

leave, annual leave and parental leave, but also covers lack of opportunity to 

develop and retain skills through opportunities to employer-provided or assisted 

education and training.

Casual workers frequently miss out on standard non-wage benefits, particularly 

those requiring a qualifying period of service such as sick leave, bereavement 

leave, parental leave, and training. They may receive an additional percentage 

on their pay (eight per cent for casual employees) in place of annual holidays 

but often are unable to actually take annual leave and miss out on paid public 

holidays. Other entitlements such as parental leave and sick leave may be 

available to casual workers who work sufficiently regularly but in practice are 

rarely claimed. Labour hire, fixed term and seasonal workers may also miss out. 

This provides a significant incentive for employers to employ people on such 

arrangements. In Australia there is a casual loading of up to 25 per cent to 

recognise this deficit in minimum standards.14 The CTU has estimated that a 

casual loading in New Zealand should be at least 21 per cent to recognise 20 

missed annual holidays (currently recognised by the 8 per cent loading), 11 

missed public holidays, five days sick and bereavement leave, and lost benefits 

such as health and safety representative training leave, employment relations 

leave, jury duty, notice periods or payment in lieu of notice. The CTU noted 

that even then there would be “no loading applied, for example, to recognise the 

negative social costs of casual work nor possible additional or proportionately 

higher costs such as travel for only a few hours work or the need to find child 

care at short notice.”15

Even with a loading the worker would still miss out on these benefits and others 

such as training opportunities. Stephen Blumenfeld found for example that “[e]

mployees who are least likely to receive employer–funded education and training 

include those on 90-day trial periods, temporary, or seasonal employees, fixed-

term, casual and temporary agency employees, non-union, or over 55 years of 

age.” He concluded that “to the extent to which vulnerable segments of society 

find themselves disproportionately among those in precarious and insecure 

employment, the trend towards less employer-sponsored education and training 

likely exacerbates longstanding inequalities in the labour market.”16  

Businesses in many industries, including telecommunications, film, courier 

and road freight, make use of contractors in place of employees in a ‘dependent 

contractor’ relationship. The contractor is dependent on one business for work 

but has none of the statutory protections or minimum entitlements of employees 

such as minimum wages, leave entitlements, personal grievance rights, or the 

right to collective bargaining. The ‘Hobbit amendment’ to the Employment 

Relations Act allowed employers in film production to refuse employee status 
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to all workers, forcing them to be contractors, and in many cases dependent 

contractors. The amendment was passed under urgency in October 2010 with no 

public consultation as part of the deal the Government did for Warner Brothers 

in response to their threat to take the production of The Hobbit film series out 

of New Zealand. In addition many miss out on entitlements because employers 

flout the law. 

Degree of regulatory and union protection
The degree of regulatory and union protection can be present in a number of 

ways. In practice there may be no protection against unjustifiable dismissal, 

discrimination, sexual harassment, or unacceptable working practices. Union 

representation may be low, non-existent or discouraged by the employer. 

Among employees, only 19 per cent were members of unions in September 

2016, and union membership was much lower among temporary workers. 

Among permanent employees, 19 per cent were union members, but among 

casual workers, only 8 per cent were in unions, as were 15 per cent of fixed term 

workers, and 25 per cent of seasonal full time workers. In the private sector, 

fewer than 10 per cent of employees are members.

Regulatory protection, which might be expected to mitigate lack of union 

membership, is weak. The OECD ranks New Zealand as having the lowest overall 

level of protection of permanent workers against dismissal among all its member 

countries. It ranks individual protection at third lowest and protection against 

collective dismissals as equal lowest with Chile (both at zero protection).17

Enforcement of labour laws is also weak. There are only 58 labour inspectors in 

a labour force of 2.5 million—a ratio of 1 for every 43,700 workers, compared to 

1 to 19,000 in Australia. They focus only on breaches of minimum employment 

standards. Other breaches of the law go unenforced, such as employers sacking 

or otherwise disadvantaging workers who wish to join a union, unless workers 

can get the help of a union (possibly risking their job in doing so), or are willing to 

pay for a lawyer. Breaches even of minimum employment standards are common 

as will be seen in the discussion of migrant worker exploitation.

In a recent study of New Zealand’s support for people who lose their jobs, the 

OECD commented that “[t]he downside of flexible labour market regulations is 

that the costs of economic restructuring largely fall onto individual workers.” It 

quantified these losses: “…wage losses for re-employed displaced workers reach 

12 per cent in the first year after displacement, compared with negligible wage 

effects in Germany and the United Kingdom and a loss of 6 per cent in the 

United States and Portugal.”18 New Zealand researchers Dean Hyslop and Wilbur 

Townsend find even greater losses: “Compared to workers who did not lose their 

jobs, we estimate their employment rate was 20-25% lower in the year following 

displacement and, although their employment gradually improved, was still 

8-12% lower five years later. Similarly, we estimate displaced workers’ conditional 

earnings and total income were 25-30% lower in the first year and 13-22% lower 

five years after being displaced.”19
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This is largely because support for displaced workers through the Ministry 

of Social Development is very weak. As the OECD report described it, “social 

assistance and public employment support are reduced to a minimum and 

act very much as systems of last resort for displaced workers who end up in 

the welfare system.” It reported that “[d]isplaced workers who do not contact 

Work and Income are very much left on their own to search for a new job or 

decide about a career change if they want or need it.” It found there is “a high 

risk of poverty among displaced workers.” We also have some of the lowest 

levels of income support in the OECD, expressed as a ‘replacement rate’ of the 

workers’ income before job loss. For example OECD statistics show the income 

replacement rate is the lowest in the OECD for a low income two-earner couple 

with two children.20 As a proportion of GDP, New Zealand’s spending on support 

of all kinds for people who lose their jobs (‘active labour market policies’) is in the 

bottom third of the OECD according to the above OECD report.21

Migrant exploitation
Migrant workers can be particularly subject to insecurity, exacerbated by 

precarious rights if they are dependent on a single employer for their work visa, 

as is often the case. An internal report compiled by CTU policy analyst Nick 

Henry on migration trends summarises the situation:

Exploitation of migrant workers is widespread in New Zealand.22 

….Research published by MBIE in 2015 found widespread exploitation 

of migrant workers in the hospitality industry across New Zealand23 and 

in the construction industry in Canterbury.24 The results of enforcement 

activity by the Labour Inspectorate compiled by MacLennan25 shows 

significant non-compliance with employment law among New Zealand, 

including in industries that employ migrant workers. 

The most precarious conditions tend to be faced by migrant workers 

with temporary immigration or work status that makes them dependant 

on employers to endorse a continuation of their visa, or not to report a 

violation of conditions.26 Evidence from Australia has shown that the 

categories of workers most vulnerable to exploitation, and facing the 

greatest barriers to making complaints, are those on temporary working 

holiday visas, international students, and those with irregular migration 

status.27

A survey of the employment experiences of migrant students in New 

Zealand28 found that 38% were paid less than the minimum wage, 38% 

were working more than the 20 hours per week allowed by their visa, and 

31% reported unsafe conditions of work. 

Additional factors can make migrant workers more vulnerable to 

exploitation, especially in the immediate period after arrival, including 

lack of familiarity with language and labour rights.29 A survey by Caritas30  

found that the first year after migration to New Zealand was a period of 

heightened vulnerability for migrants, often due to a lack of confidence 

and social isolation, which tended to improve over time. This means that 
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a high turnover of temporary migrants will tend to contribute to greater 

vulnerability to exploitation.31

New forms of migrant worker exploitation are looming. Temporary ‘posting’ is 

where an overseas-based employer brings employees into New Zealand, to carry 

out a building contract or to maintain equipment it has sold into New Zealand. 

Posting raises the question as to which country’s employment law applies. It is 

deemed different from immigration on the grounds that the posted employees 

have not entered the local ‘labour market’. This can be a legal fiction in that 

their employment is likely to at least indirectly impact on the conditions of 

others employed in New Zealand. Posted workers may well find themselves in 

a vulnerable position if they have employment-related problems while in New 

Zealand. This was the subject of a recent Employment Relations Authority 

determination (Rail and Maritime Transport Union v KiwiRail Ltd [2017], NZERA 

Wellington 5560304). The union unsuccessfully challenged, among other 

matters, the pay and conditions under which Chinese workers worked in New 

Zealand when removing asbestos from locomotives their (Chinese) employer had 

supplied. The RMTU asserted unsuccessfully that KiwiRail had breached their 

collective agreement, the Minimum Wage Act 1983 and the Holidays Act 2003.  

However a more recent decision of the Supreme Court in Brown v New Zealand 

Basing Ltd [2017] NZSC 139 held that New Zealand discrimination law applied 

to Cathay Airways pilots with a New Zealand home base.  The Supreme Court’s 

analysis may yet extend to situations similar those of the Chinese locomotive 

workers.

The employment conditions of posted workers are a major issue in Europe and 

may grow here with proposals by overseas-based construction companies to 

bring in their own workforces and operate under their own laws. 

Concluding remarks
This article has focussed on insecurity among people in paid work. However as 

the authors of the book Precarity: uncertain, insecure and unequal lives in Aotearoa 

New Zealand point out, a precarious existence is not solely or even mainly limited 

to the workforce.32 They look at the lives of beneficiaries, people with disabilities, 

women subject to domestic violence, migrants and refugees, the problems of 

food insecurity, youth hardship, homelessness, gender and racial discrimination, 

and many other examples. They estimate that under this definition there are 

approximately 600,000 New Zealanders in a precarious situation, among whom 

females, younger people, those with no or low qualifications, and those with low 

incomes are overrepresented. The people and the problems they face have many 

commonalities with insecurity among people in paid work.

As the book points out, the problems of insecurity and precarity descend directly 

from the often disastrous impacts of neoliberalism and a form of international 

economic integration (‘globalisation’) constructed on the neoliberal model. This 

gives priority to ‘the market’ on the assumption that with minimal government 

intervention it can be optimised to maximise societal and environmental 

welfare. It considers government action beyond this as a ‘distortion’ and so to be 

discouraged or even made unlawful. While this belief system is now increasingly 
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widely rejected, particularly following the Global Financial Crisis, it has thrived 

because it has been a convenient ideological rationalisation for the increasing 

dominance of large corporate interests over most aspects of our lives. The 

increased insecurity and more frequent desperation of working people provides 

increased profits, power and control to employers. It is reinforced by the threat 

or reality of contracting out or offshoring of their work and justified as being 

essential for ‘flexibility’ required by the international economy. 

Like all great deceptions, the demand for ‘flexibility’ has a grain of truth. Change 

is indeed occurring more quickly than in decades gone by, and that requires 

adaptability. The socially responsible response would be to strengthen systems 

that support people through those changes as many northern European countries 

such as Sweden and Denmark did in the early 1990s (now, alas, partly reversing 

them under conservative governments—but their systems are still far more 

supportive than New Zealand’s regime). Instead in New Zealand, the supports in 

our social welfare system, our unions, and government capacity to ensure dying 

industries were replaced with better ones, were simultaneously throttled. The 

outcome in human tragedy was entirely foreseeable. 

Many of the ‘flexible’ employment practices which produce insecurity, poor 

working conditions and inadequate incomes for working people have something 

else in common: employers with lazy business practices or a determination 

to avoid their responsibilities as an employer. They shift their costs onto their 

employees or society. The practices frequently leave employees isolated and 

unable to take advantage of collective bargaining and union representation. 

This is rolling back the 20th century’s social and economic advances to a 

system of employment and social relationships that more resemble those in 

the nineteenth century than a 21st century in which those advances have been 

further progressed.  

Bill Rosenberg is the Economist and Policy Director at the New Zealand Council of 

Trade Unions.
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Picking and packing: 
Experiences of a second-
class worker
By Linda Hill
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In 2009 Maree went to a Palmerston North employment agency 

looking for paid work. They employed her as ‘a casual’ on behalf of a major client—

let’s call it Clothing Co. For four and a half years she was a ‘picker and packer’ of 

cheap imported clothing sold on-line and by catalogue throughout Australasia. I 

saw her occasionally over those years and knew she was increasingly angry about 

her job. Recently she told me the full story.

Maree needed money but also time to be an artist, beekeeper and permaculture 

gardener, so she chose to work Sundays and two evening shifts a week.  

Picking work involved putting a bin from the conveyor onto a trolley, scanning 

its order number, listening to computerised instructions about shelf and item 

numbers through a headset, picking the garments from shelving racks and 

putting the bin back on the moving conveyor belt. The conveyors began at an 

‘induction centre’ where orders were scanned into the computer. This was a 

‘Siemens system’, developed by the giant German electronics company. “My 

sister did it years ago in Auckland, all by hand. When the computerised system 

came in, it cut out lots of workers.”1 The system kept statistics on how hard each 

picker worked.

Packing work at the other end of the warehouse involved taking bins off the 

conveyor belts, putting the items into a mail packet and the packet into a crate 

for posting.

“They called it light work but it wasn’t.” It was physically demanding—walking, 

standing, lifting, reaching, constantly on your feet for seven or eight hours. The 

floor was concrete with rubber mats only by the shelving aisles and postal tables.  

Workers were not permitted to sit, squat or lean on shelving. “Every now and 

again if you can just take the weight off your feet for half a minute, it makes a 

huge difference, but you’re not allowed to do that.” After two hours there was a 

15-minute tea break, which came under threat when the Employment Relations 

Act was made more ‘flexible’ from March 2015. Breaks were retained at Clothing 

Co. at the cost of a possible pay rise. “Well, that was the day shift”—as a casual, 

Maree was always paid the legal minimum.

The warehouse was cavernous, and so cold in winter that Maree rugged up in 

beanie, jacket, scarf and gloves. In summer it was so hot that she would run her 

top under a cold tap and wear it wet; others wore a wet scarf. It was worst for 

forklift drivers lifting stock to the highest shelves, as temperatures under the 

roof could reach 40 degrees. “And there’s the management with their heating and 

their air-conditioning.” 
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It was also very noisy—conveyor belts running, bins clattering, forklifts 

operating, loads slammed down—especially in the postal section where 15 or 

so conveyor belts came together.  Maree began to experience tinnitus. “I had to 

fight for weeks to get earplugs.  On principle, I wouldn’t buy my own.” Day shift 

permanent employees were allowed to bring a walkman to shut out the noise 

with music, but the evening casuals were not.

The workers
I asked Maree about the kind of people who worked there. She said the casuals 

employed for evening shifts, weekends, public holidays and busy periods like 

before Christmas were quite different from the day-shift people who were 

employed permanently. There were usually 30 to 40 casuals; a least 25 were 

needed to be worthwhile running conveyors. Many were foreign students, 

whose visas permit part-time employment, or new immigrants with permanent 

residence status. All were employed at the minimum wage by the agency, not 

Clothing Co. Maree described them as “…mostly Indian and Pakistani, some 

from Malaysian, Philippines, Nepalese, a Spanish guy, the odd UK or American, 

a few from Bhutan…from Eastern Europe, who’d talk politics... You’d meet some 

really interesting people, that’s what made the job.”  

The turnover of casuals was high—Maree put the average stay at 2-3 months.  

Some went back to their studies, some found they were not fit enough to do 

the job, some were let go if the system showed their ‘stats’ were low. Casual 

employment meant anyone could be let go when the flow of work meant they 

are not needed.  The company told the agency how many workers it needed next 

week.  

The 100 or more day-time pickers were permanent employees, as were supervisors, 

managers and office staff.  Permanent pickers and packers got $2-3 an hour more 

than casuals. They had a collective contract negotiated by Engineering, Printing 

and Manufacturing Union (now part of E tū) that did not cover casuals, although 

some conditions were also applied to them. The permanents were mainly Pākehā, 

older women in their 40s, 50s, even 60s. Some were holding onto their job until 

retirement—as was Maree. “Most that I talked to said, if they didn’t have this job, 

they wouldn’t get a job anywhere else now.” The shifts sometimes overlapped by 

an hour or two, and some day workers worked with the casuals at busy times, so 

she got to know a few. “The number I saw taking painkillers was amazing. We 

used to laugh about it, because I was too.”    

As permanents left, agency casuals increased. When Maree started, she thought 

the day shift were all permanent employees, but after a couple of years she 

noticed a whole section were also casuals. By the time she left, about half the 

staff were casually employed. “You’d think for [Clothing Co.] it would be better to 

have more skilled workers who knew what they were doing, but the agency, they 

didn’t give a damn…. They didn’t really want people to be there a long time, they 

seemed to want people who weren’t going to rock the boat.”
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The employers
Maree worked for Clothing Co.—it was their clothes that she picked and packed— 

but she was employed and paid by the agency.  “It was difficult because it was like 

you had two employers. You had the supervisors that told you what to do, and 

who also had a lot of say over whether you were there or not... And you had the 

agency that employed you, who had no idea what the work was like.  So if things 

cropped up, they wouldn’t have a clue.” 

An example was when the agency told Maree that her work stats for a shift weren’t 

good enough, without knowing that day and evening shifts had overlapped in 

the picking aisles. The evening pickers had been told to work in a particular 

way that took more time. The stats had been sent to the agency by a supervisor 

without explanation. Similarly, a comment got to the agency that Maree had been 

limping, and she herself referred to her stats to defend her ability to do the job. 

A worry for Maree was her employer’s stability. Two agencies had been supplying 

Clothing Co with casual workers, but one went bankrupt around the time Maree 

began work. Its workers were picked up by Maree’s agency and paid for the 

previous week, but lost holiday pay of up to $1,000. Rather than wait until the 

end of each year, Maree made sure to “go on holiday” as soon as she accumulated 

a few days’ entitlement, in case this happened to her.

In the Clothing Co. workplace, things that cropped up for Maree were often health 

and safety issues—such as earplugs. Another example was empty bins piled up 

beside conveyor belts. At busy times, bins with new orders would accumulate, 

causing the belt to stop, so her supervisor encouraged them to move them to the 

floor. There might be a row of bins, sometimes two deep, where pickers were 

trying to put full ones on the belt. “We weren’t supposed to do that. When the 

conveyor stops, that’s how someone knows we needed more people back here 

to help us.” Maree would put the bins back on the belt and the belt would stop.  

The supervisors “were really furious with me for doing it… They’d like us to just 

start working like mechanical rabbits [to catch up] and I refused to because it was 

dangerous.”

Another health and safety issue was access to a fresh-air seating area. With no 

smoking in the workplace or canteen by law, and no-one permitted to go outside 

the building for security reasons, there was an unpleasant stand-off between 

smokers and non-smokers which supervisors did nothing to resolve. So Maree 

wrote to management, with whom she normally had no contact.  

Raising issues risked getting off-side with the supervisors. It was they who made 

the week by week decisions about who got employed when. Maree’s two shifts 

and Sundays were not in her written contract and she felt she was being cut out 

of work, particularly public holiday shifts with double time plus a day off in lieu 

by law. If her supervisors told her agency she was “a problem”, other agencies in 

town would also black-list her. She knew workers sent by WINZ had no choice 
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but to accept any shift they were offered, and that recent casuals were being 

given six month contracts with no fixed hours and had to be on call for any shift.  

“Which meant you didn’t have a life, you didn’t know if there was going to be 

work.”  

“There was all these little things building up.” She joined the union once she 

realised she could do so confidentially, and quietly tried to get other casuals to do 

the same. The union assured her that a verbal agreement was also a contract and 

her regular Sundays also meant that legally she was not as casually employed as 

some. “I said to EMPU, if they do try and get rid of me, will you back me? And 

they said they would.”  

Second-class workers
The precarious nature of the casuals’ employment by the agency increased the 

personal power of supervisors at Clothing Co. “The attitude to the casuals was 

really off.  You were definitely second class workers, not just with wages but with 

attitudes.” Maree said the supervisors had been promoted from the day shift 

without any training in managing people or conflict resolution.  

She gave examples of petty and unfair treatment. In hot weather they were told 

to drink plenty of the filtered water available, but not permitted to go to the toilet 

until their break or meal time. One very hot day iceblocks were handed out to 

everyone except Maree, because she had declined to stay on an extra two hours 

after a full Sunday shift. On Christmas Eve, one man sent a little paper and 

tinsel boat sailing down the conveyor, getting chortles from those further down 

the line. “I saw him apologising for that. He was eating humble pie to keep that 

supervisor happy… You’re not allowed to have fun.”   

Not only were casuals not permitted music like the permanents, they were not 

permitted to talk to each other—the best opportunity was working opposite 

each other packing. Supervisors would hide in the aisles, then pop back to catch 

them at it. A woman in the day shift complained to the union about bullying.  

“She said she was picked on all the time, they used to make fun of her.” She 

got a confidential settlement—about $10,000, Maree guessed. That supervisor 

spied on her workers through the security cameras. Cameras throughout the 

warehouse, monitored by a security guard, were legal for watching the stock, not 

the staff.

Permanent pickers were given their own scanners and headsets to use. Casuals 

got theirs from a common pool, yet supervisors threatened to have their pay 

docked for any damage. If a casual was a minute or two late, the supervisors 

reported a full 15 minutes less to the agency, instead of the standard practice of 

taking it to the nearest quarter hour. “I saw one woman walk in and the supervisor 

said right, that’s 15 minutes docked, and the woman said, well, I might as well 

go and have a cup of tea, then. The supervisor said, you walk out, you’re fired.”     

She told me about a man from Slovakia—“really interesting, a musician, laid-

back sort of chap”—that a supervisor appeared to take a dislike to, telling him 

off rather than the group, in a way that everyone noticed. He didn’t know what 
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he’d done wrong, and Maree regrets suggesting he go and talk it through with 

the supervisor. She saw them having a quiet conversation. A week or two later he 

was gone. “If the supervisor didn’t like your face, they’d get rid of you… Nobody 

wanted to fight because they would lose their job, and they would lose it anyway 

in the end.”

The employment agency’s attitude to casual workers also worsened, Maree felt, 

as staff changed. A former police officer was overheard referring to the casuals 

as ‘offenders’. “It was like it was your fault that you were doing this job… We are 

doing a job of work, it’s not charity.”

In response to this treatment, Maree’s own attitude deteriorated. “I was brought 

up that no matter what you do, you always did a good job. But after a while there, 

I didn’t care.” For example, new pickers received three days’ training but still 

needed to be shown things on the job. Experienced workers like Maree would do 

that—“you helped out”. After a couple of years, though, “I’d say, oh, go and see 

the supervisor, that’s their job.”

Maree retired a year or so early, thanks to a hip operation. Her final comment on 

the last job of her working life? “Every Sunday, I’m glad I don’t have to go there.”

The context
Clothing Co. had a reputation as a good employer with a unionised workforce—

but this was not true for its poorly paid, poorly treated workers on casual contracts. 

What Maree describes is a company in the process of hollowing itself out, in 

pursuit of profit. In End of the Line, Barry C. Lynn shows transnational companies 

subcontracting parts of their commodity chain to lower costs and distance 

themselves from risks and responsibilities, while retaining the parts that ensure 

ownership of the end profits (brands, recipes, copyrights).2 Clothing Co. already 

buys or contracts manufacture of its stock in low cost parts of the global labour 

market. Here we see it cutting costs and responsibilities by buying its local labour 

by the hour or by the shift, and devolving employer tasks and responsibilities to 

a local contractor who supplies it with ‘just-in-time’ labour.  

This hollowed-out Clothing Co. is a brand, a warehouse, a conveyor system, a 

marketing strategy of websites, catalogues and NZ Post services, a very large 

customer list and a very small management team. As a listed public company, it 

was swallowed whole in August 2013 by Australian-owned Woolworths, for $350 

million. There was no bonus for Maree.

Linda Hill is a retired policy researcher. 

1. Maree, oral interview with author, 3 October 2017.  All subsequent quotations come from this interview.

2. He predicts collapse of the entire global production system for this reason, but that’s another story. Barry 

    C. Lynn, End of the Line: The Rise and Coming Fall of the Global Corporation (New York: Doubleday, 2005).   
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‘Jobs that Count’
The Fight against Precarious 
Work at AFFCO Wairoa:
An Oral History
By Ross Webb
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Wairoa is a small town located in Hawke’s Bay with a population of 

about 4,000.Located on State Highway 2 halfway between Gisborne and Napier, 

it is a town that most pass by. It is also the site of one of the most bitter and 

protracted industrial disputes in New Zealand’s recent labour history, and 

one that took a large toll on the town. In May 2012, the Hawke’s Bay Today 

reported that the Wairoa was in “serious decline”; school rolls were falling—

down 13 per cent since 2007, and projected to fall further. The main reason, 

the paper continued, was “a loss of faith in job security with the town’s biggest 

employer, meat processor, Talley’s AFFCO.”1 Since 2010, the year the Talley’s took 

ownership of the plant, workers have been engaged in an ongoing battle against 

the imposition of precarious work in their plants. The central issues have been 

the ability to be a member of the union, to negotiate a collective agreement, 

and to maintain key terms and conditions such as seniority, a key provision 

for job security in an industry where the seasonal nature of the work produces 

insecurity. The dispute —which has included lockouts, strikes and battles in the 

Courts—has had a major impact on the town. This has been a nation-wide battle, 

but Wairoa has been hit the hardest. The town has also been the site of the most 

staunch and effective resistance against the company’s anti-union agenda. 

This article provides an insight into the story of the struggle for the survival of the 

union within Talley’s owned meat plants in New Zealand, and what that means 

for the many men and women who make a living working at these plants. It 

does not provide a detailed overview of the events. Rather, it provides an insight 

into the events from the point of view of four workers: Peter Amato, Daphne 

Wharehinga, Loncey Crawford, and Hilton Rohe. This is a story about precarious 

work, the imposition of precarious work on meat workers, and their resistance 

and fight back. Meat workers have always emphasised their sense of pride in 

their identity as meat workers, loyalty to one another, and ownership over the job. 

All of this was underpinned by a strong union culture and a sense of history and 

continuity. This has always been important in defining their identity and their 

rights as workers, even as circumstances change. And the arrival of the Talley’s 

in the meat industry marked a significant change. 

Precarious work in the meat industry
The creation of a precarious workforce—that is the creation of a flexible workforce 

and the transfer of risk and insecurity onto workers—has been on the employers’ 

agenda for some time. The increase of such work since the 1980s has emerged 

as a major contemporary issue for trade unions; it is a global issue, cutting 

across many areas of concern for the trade union movement and social justice 

activists. Work in New Zealand’s meat industry has always been precarious to 

some extent. Seasonal work has been a constant feature of life for the meat 

worker throughout the industry’s history, significantly shaping the rhythms of 
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the freezing workers’ life, workplace and union culture. Unions in the industry 

sought to address the precarious nature of seasonal work by introducing rules of 

seniority. Initially organised on an informal and local shed basis, seniority was 

eventually formalised in the National Award of 1958, giving workers who had 

previously been employed the right to work at the beginning of the new killing 

season and the guarantee of being laid off last at the end of the season. In the 

1980s and 1990s, the combination of closures of plants, the opening of smaller, 

non-union plants, a more united employer front and the Employment Contracts 

Act, served to de-unionise large sections of the meat industry and to make work 

in the industry more precarious.

Today, as in the past, the seasonal nature of the work continues to be a source of 

uncertainty and insecurity for meat workers. In their report, Under Pressure, the 

CTU profiled two meat workers, Mike and Kevin, with their stories of precarious 

work in the industry. The report stated: “The meat industry is hard on its workers 

—they don’t know day to day how many hours they will be working, and because 

it’s seasonal work, they don’t know year to year how many hours they will have.” 

The rule of seniority is supposed to work, the report claimed, and the clauses 

have “been hard fought for over several collectives to create some security out 

of the seasonal nature of the job. But that’s not always happening.” “It teaches 

you to be resilient. It hardens you to life,” claimed Mike.2 For workers in Talley’s 

owned AFFCO plants, as we will see below, the fight against precarious work has 

been ongoing since 2010. This is the story of four of those workers at Wairoa. 

Before the Talley’s
In order to understand why the fight against precarious work in the meat 

industry is important, we need to understand what work in the industry meant 

to workers, especially in the years before the Talley’s took over and commenced 

their anti-union campaign. Workers describe the family atmosphere and 

the whanaungatanga of the works, and the workplace as a central site of the 

community.  

Peter Amato

I didn’t plan on being a meat worker. After Art School, I was in the restaurant 

business for a while. I was a bartender, a bar salesman, and was actually doing 

quite well there in Auckland while I was there. But you know, there’s no place 

like home and so I came home. I was 24 when I came back. And yeah, came 

back and was happier. Auckland was good, but you can’t beat home. This is 

where I wanted to settle. And part of that was becoming a meat worker. I 

didn’t plan it like that. I thought I’d do it for a year, and the people and the 

family system we had was awesome. There was a family structure. When I 

first started, I had maybe seven uncles in the room I was in. And when I first 

went in there it is quite intimidating. In the beef, you get these big animals. 

One gets out, it’ll kill you if you’re new to the business. But the people were 

that awesome, it just wasn’t funny. 

The family. The whakawhanaungatanga. It was just welcoming. You know 

they’d say, ‘come here, boy. Come sit here and have a feed with us. Grab a 

coffee and come over here’. I made a lot of good friends and got to know a 
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lot of my family members a little bit better. I kind of knew them in passing, 

but now i got to actually know them.  And was actually looked after quite well 

when I first got there. But everyone was and that’s why you became a meat 

worker. That’s why you didn’t mind being a meat worker. There’s a family 

environment. And it’s welcoming. And I think myself and some of my mates 

still pass that on to the next generation of meat workers… I started in 1997 

and worked there ever since. The first week’s wage was high. And then you 

got the family bit. So yes, the money was good, and gave us a lot of freedom. 

We weren’t well off. But when I got a job, we had the freedom to go for a drive, 

to Napier or Gisborne. You know what I mean, we had freedom because of 

the money. But like I said, the welcoming and the family structure was the 

greatest attraction. The family structure was good. Everything was awesome. 

Everybody looked forward to going to work.3 

Daphne Wharehinga

[Before 2010] it was happy. Everyone was happy; everyone got on. At our breaks 

we’d play cards. People would smoke and cook big feeds and the environment 

was happy. You would do your jobs, have your breaks; everyone was smiling, 

joking, laughing. Everyone was one. And it was just a really neat place and 

environment at that time… I always loved to get up and go to work. You’d see 

your friends, see your family, get the job done and go home.     

Loncey Crawford

I came back for a holiday. As far as I was concerned I got the job as a holiday 

job. I ended up being on holiday for 20 years. I didn’t know why anyone would 

want to leave…. It was awesome. Awesome. It was great. It was a great job. 

Great people. It was great because of the understanding that everyone was the 

same. You weren’t going to get treated differently… At the beginning when 

we worked there and we were all union and we had an agreement with the 

company, all of us under that umbrella were treated the same and we could 

get on with it. It was awesome.

The Talley’s and the 2010 lockout
In 2001, the Talley Group bought a 10 per cent stake in AFFCO meat company, 

increased that to a controlling stake in 2006 and acquired the remainder in 2010. 

Before the acquisition of AFFCO, the Talley’s employed 600 in their seafood 

division with an estimated annual turnover of $220 million. With the acquisition 

of AFFCO it increased its staff by 2,800 and its revenue by $1 billion. Some 

commentators were enthusiastic about their arrival. In 2011, Alan Barber, a 

freelance agricultural journalist, specialising in the meat industry, wrote that 

“AFFCO under Talley’s direction is the most determined to challenge the status 

quo and test the boundaries.”4 For the meat workers union and its members, 

their arrival was “like a cold front arriving”, according to Meat Workers Union 

organiser, Roger Middlemass.5 For Wairoa Meat workers, the major change came 

in 2010: the first lockout. 

Hilton Rohe

It was in 2010 that we started to notice that there was something different. 

That was when Wairoa experienced the first lockout. They said it wasn’t a 
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Top: Peter Amato, 2017. Bottom: Loncey Crawford and Daphne Wharehinga, 2017. 

Opposite page: Hilton Rohe outside his home in Wairoa, 2017. Photos: Ross Webb.  
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lockout. We were approached by the supervisor and we were taken into the 

office, all the butchers and were asked to do an extra hour work—that was 

120 lambs—and when we asked what the overtime was, you know what’s 

this going to be worth to us. 4 dollars.  Everyone politely said no thank you. 

When we went back to work the next day, we were given notice that the season 

was finishing due to lack of stock. At the same time, we could see all the 

trucks heading out of town with the stock. They were being sent to the other 

plants. And that’s what they did. They played us off against everyone else. We 

thought this is strange. It wasn’t like AFFCO. That’s when we started to notice 

on the news about Talley’s having shares in the company.  

Daphne Wharehinga

They called it a seasonal layoff, because we wouldn’t turn the chain speed up. 

That was it. The next day we went in, we were given notice, so that was five 

days…. We were off for a good 5 months before they took us back…. That was 

hard, that was the beginning of when it really started to affect our town. That’s 

when we slowly started to lose our membership with that one. Because that’s 

when they started offering out the [Individual Employment Agreements]…

Peter Amato

2010 wasn’t really a lockout, they just didn’t bring us back. They said they 

didn’t have any stock, or availability of stock. But they did, they were sending 

it to all the other plants for process. What they were trying to do was to make 

us all sign the new Individual Employment Agreement.... None of us signed 

them. I think they made a mistake of trying to do their fight here at the big 
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one. We are all very much family and all that. To an extent, we still are I 

suppose. But yeah. Yeah, it was all bad. Yeah, 2010 they just didn’t hire us 

back. They just dragged the off season the longest it’s ever been. It was maybe 

5 months [without work]... basically it was a plan of deunionising the whole 

plant. 

There’s a difference from then to now. Now, as soon as they bought the place, 

they wanted to do away with the family structure. I’m talking about Talley’s, 

yes. When the new owners came, we thought that’s alright, we can keep 

working. And then no, it was niggly at first, they said we’re gonna lay these 

fullas off and we’re gonna bring these fullas on, and these fullas had no skills 

at all. And like I said with our family structure being so strong, it wasn’t right. 

[They] were laying off fullas who had been there 7 years, 8 years… they were 

doing it without impunity, without caring… and some of us started saying, 

this ain’t right. This ain’t right. But they didn’t care. We were told they were 

bad… we could only take it on face value. We gave them the benefit of the 

doubt… the first year they were there, they actually didn’t do anything. They 

decided they would let us run the way we usually would. Then the following 

season, they started implementing what they thought would make it better. 

That meant lowering your wages, turning the chain [speed] up, doing an extra 

half-an-hour for nothing. That works for them, but you don’t get no money 

or anything from it…. The first thing they tried to initiate was to get rid of 

the old hands. The people they locked out were all the older workers.... They 

were good workers…. [they wanted to do it discreetly] they didn’t want people 

to jump up and down [in 2010]. But in 2012, we all jumped up and down….

Lockouts: 2012 and 2015
At the end of February 2012, the company issued locked out notices to meat 

workers at plants across the country. The gates were locked and they would 

be out of work, without pay, indefinitely. The lock-out notice targeted specific 

workers: 762 out of about 1200 union members. Many union members who were 

not locked out went on strike in support. 

Peter Amato

It basically just happened. Bang, you’re locked out. It was almost instant…. 

With the decision to strike, a lot of people were scared. It was the first time 

that we had been on strike and I’d never seen one in my life. When you’re 

scared and all, you have to look to your leaders. They have to show you the 

strength and conviction to get through it. 

On a personal level, two of my cousins that are really close family were locked 

out. I wasn’t locked out, I was still working. So when they said ‘strike’, it was 

the easiest thing for me to do because I loved my cousins and I’ll stand by 

them. It was a pretty easy decision... I thought, “well, I’m gonna stand by my 

cousin” and that gave me strength to know that what I was doing was right. 

And all the other events leading up to it. The decision for myself was quite 

easy because of that. It was either stand up and fight it, or you’re gonna lie 

down and get given what you’re gonna get given. My grandfather was a meat 

worker and a unionist, too, and he was in the room that I’m in. And they 
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always talked about him being a unionist too and what kind of grandson 

would I be, you know what I mean? And I love my grandfather. I’m a very 

family oriented person. I love my grandfather. He fought hard for me to have 

what I’ve got now, [so] who am I to drop what he fought for, for me?  And if I 

drop the ball, the next lot of meat workers will miss out. 

Hilton Rohe

We got by, because we got help from koha down from the bay, we set up a 

resource centre again. We paid the bills of our people. But a lot of people were 

whakama about coming forward. We’d say “everyone is in the same boat. 

Don’t let is escalate too high”... But we got by… Some got other jobs. Some 

went out of town. But most of us stayed here on the bridge [protesting]—rain, 

hail, or snow… Every morning until lunchtime, we were on the bridge, then 

we’d go to the resource centre and have a cup of tea, then go home. Go back 

again the next morning….

Daphne Wharehinga

We’d make our signs and stand on the bridge and protest. But it was good, 

because everyone that was in the union that was locked out all come together 

and that’s what it was about, coming together. Coming together, supporting 

each other. Just trying to keep each other strong… because we were regimented 

in our work, you know, we’d meet there at a set time, 8 o’clock, meet down 

there, prepare kai, go and protest, come together, talk about anything, family, 

or if anyone had problems. For me, going to that resource centre with the 

union family was the best thing ever. Because once I’d come off that bridge, 

come home, I’d come home and cry. But I never ever showed that to my 

union family, because I didn’t want them to see me break because I was one 

of those people that they came to talk to, that they sort of looked upon or for 

advice…. Hug, cuddles, whatever. But as soon as I got down from the bridge 

and come home, that’s when I cried. 

Loncey Crawford

There were some that didn’t come down [to the resource centre]. They were 

too proud to ask for help. It was quite sad for those ones…. We have people 

who are hunters, hunters and gatherers and all that. So we’d all be down 

there doing our protest thing, ‘toot for your support’ and that sort of stuff and 

behind the scenes there would be people in the resource centre cooking up 

lunch. It’d be a shared lunch. We’d all come and bring little cakes and bread 

and stuff and stuff we’d made, stuff that was given to us. We’d go down there 

and put it on the table. And everyone would help themselves to it. 

It was really tribal. It was like that was our marae. We’d go down there, we’d 

cook up a feed for everyone and when everyone was finished with their mahi 

we’d go down and have a kai and go back and do their mahi again. It really 

gave me a sense of…

Daphne Wharehinga

...belonging to the union. 
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Three months after the lockout notice was issued, iwi leaders, officials of the 

Meat Workers Union, Helen Kelly, Talley’s lawyers and Andrew Talley himself 

negotiated a deal at the Novotel Hotel in Auckland. It took over twenty four hours, 

and was finally signed at 2 the morning. While it was a compromise agreement 

with some major clawbacks, Pete Amato recalled that those who made the stand 

returned to work with heads ‘held high’.

Peter Amato

The unionist in 2012 we had our heads held high. Yup, we were broke, we 

were poor, you know what I mean? But, we held our heads high, which is a 

big thing in this town, you know? This is only a small town and we talk to 

each other…. So people would say “these fullas, they stood up for you.” And 

the ones that didn’t, they would have their head down. Yup. It was bittersweet 

because some of them are my mates. They’re friends. And I still consider 

them friends, too. It was bittersweet for myself. 

But the settlement of the lockout did not end the issues between the union and 

company. In 2015, workers were locked out again. This time it was different, 

however. This time, Wairoa was on its own. The 2015 lockout also occurred 

against the backdrop of the National Government’s Employment Relations 

Amendment Act being passed, allowing employers to ‘walk away’ from collective 

bargaining, and the stand took on a bigger meaning for meat workers. One 

year earlier, the union launched ‘Jobs that Count’, a new national campaign 

to highlight job insecurity in the Meat Industry. At the same time, Individual 

Employment Agreements (IEAs) were being signed across the country and the 

union was losing members. At Wairoa, workers took a stand, refusing to sign the 

new IEA.

Hilton Rohe

With the 2015 lockout, we stood out on our own anyway. That’s what it is 

about our people. We’ll stand and fight for what we believe in…on the advice 

from the executive [of the union] was sign the IEAs and ‘go and fight from the 

inside’.... Rangiuru people were putting all their problems on Facebook and 

telling us they were being taken off their jobs and being put on other jobs… 

we weren’t gonna ‘fight from within’. We said no, we’ll go on our own... I 

wasn’t there when they made that decision, but I sent a message saying “yup, 

tautoko that.” We weren’t going to go back and work like slaves for them… 

that was five months [locked out]... we got our crap together for 2015 and we 

knew how to set up our administration, bills, talking to people and setting up 

the resource centre. 

Peter Amato 

I saw it coming from Rangiuru [in Bay of Plenty]... we saw it coming when it 

hit Rangiuru. They sent us everything they were wanting to bring in [to the 

new IEA agreement] and it was all bad. It was all IEA. We saw it coming down 

through all the sheds. We saw it coming a mile away. I was telling my people, 

this is what you’re going to be doing. I would give them the pamphlets. They 

said “na, they’re not going to do this”…
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For me and other friends I talked to, we said we need to knock that Bill 

[Employment Relations Amendment Act] on the head, too. Because if we 

are the first to be tipped over by it, we’re not going to be the only ones that 

are going to be shafted by it. It’s going to be all the other unions. Not only 

that too. The whole meat industry would follow suit. So we’d be setting a 

precedent. And that’s why we’re going to say na, we’re not going to do it. We 

forced our own union to come to the party… we came back to Wairoa. We told 

[the union], “no, we’re not going to sign it” and that we were going to make 

a stand… so if we didn’t make the stand, they’d walk away and we would be 

non-union. Then you had to worry about who they would hire back and who 

they wouldn’t hire back. We drew our line in the dirt, and that was us.

I tried to keep people’s morale up. Why be at home angry when you could 

be diving, when you could be fishing, when you could spend some time with 

your kids that can’t spend time with because you’re too busy working? Don’t 

feel bad about yourself. Because you’re doing something morally right. It’s 

not so much about the money and it’s never been about the money for me. 

It’s about let’s do something that’s right. Especially in that point in time when 

I knew that the law had changed. Let’s do something right for everybody, 

not just us…. We knew we’d be affected, but what about everyone else. What 

about the nurses. That’s what it was always about for me…. Everyone else 

after us is going to be affected if we don’t make the stand. And everybody got 

it. This is not all about us…. Let’s take it on. 

We used the resource center to help boost morale... It was a place that we 

could bring people together and solidify our thoughts that what we were 

doing was right. And it was true. When we’d go off and do a hikoi and put the 

word out about Wairoa and what we were doing….But the morale was high. 

If someone was down in the dumps and we heard about it, some of us would 

go to their place and see how they were going. And if people didn’t pick up 

their food parcels, we’d pick it up for them and bring it to them. When you 

have nothing, when you’ve got absolutely nothing, these little things pick you 

up and give you the little boost you need…. In a way it was therapy. You could 

talk about your own things that were affecting you… 

In late February 2016, 160 Wairoa workers returned to work after 168-days locked 

out, following an Employment Court ruling. But for workers returning, the 

Court ruling was a pyrrhic victory. On the announcement of the Court victory, 

those locked-out were skeptical about the willingness of their employer to accept 

union members. Some did encounter hostility at work and others were unhappy 

with the agreement reached. Hilton Rohe explained that several clauses in the 

new agreement were a step back. The workday has been extended slightly; weekly 

guaranteed minimum pay has been cut back; and premium pay for overtime 

has been reduced for the Wairoa plant. Provisions for seniority, important in 

controlling who is laid off or called back first in this seasonal industry, are 

preserved in line with court rulings, but worded to give the company some leeway. 

Justin Kaimoana claimed that “AFFCO is still pushing to deunionize the plants” 

by appealing the Employment Court ruling that the lockout at Wairoa was illegal 

to the Supreme Court. “Everything we’ve won in the courts they’ve challenged”, 
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said Kaimoana. “We have to win the Individual Employment Agreement workers 

to the union with the new contract. We’ve got rights and they haven’t.”6 

Indeed, the company appealed the decision of the Employment, with the case 

ending up in the Supreme Court. On 7 September 2017, the Supreme Court 

rejected AFFCO’s appeal. Following the decision, the Meat Workers Union said 

AFFCO and its owner, Talley’s Group, “appear[ed] to adhere to the US Union 

Busting Manuals with a singular determination reminiscent of a street fighter.” 

The National Business review claimed that the union has had more than 60 legal 

cases against the Talley’s since 2010 and had “come to rely on the payouts from 

successful lawsuits to bankroll its ongoing legal actions.”7 Meat Workers’ Union 

Organiser Darien Fenton responded to the findings: “The losses these workers 

have sustained, I think in places like Wairoa they’ve never recovered from it… 

Now we can get on and work out what the compensation is for the Wairoa and 

various other workers around the country. I hope we can get to a point where 

we can settle this and start to build on the relationship that we’ve formed with 

AFFCO in the last few months with a new collective agreement, and put all this 

behind us.”8 As Fenton said, despite the victory, the disputes had caused huge 

strain. 

The story is not over for meat workers at Talley’s owned plants. But for those who 

have taken part in the resistance against the company’s anti-union campaign, 

there are no regrets. 

Peter Amato

I genuinely stand by what I had done. You know, I would never change 

anything. I love being a unionist. I love all my mates that have been with me 

and done this with me. If we don’t make this stand, who makes this stand? 

Who’s going to draw that line in the dirt? If we did fail, if we did get shafted, 

I really didn’t want it to happen to the Doctors, the teachers, the nurses, the 

bus-drivers. If the [Employment Relations Amendment Act] had made it past 

us, everyone would be in the firing line. And I can’t have that. Yeah. 

Daphne Wharehinga

I know what we did was right, to stand up for what we believed in… If this 

ever happens again, I’d be ready. And I’d do it again.

Ross Webb is a historian based in Wellington. Currently, he works as a researcher at 

the Waitangi Tribunal and is a member of the Labour History Project Committee.

1.  ‘Hard times in Wairoa’, Hawke’s Bay Today, 1 May, 2012.

2. Council of Trade Unions, Under Pressure: A Detailed Report into Insecure Work in New Zealand 
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3. Peter Amato, interviewed by Ross Webb, 14 September 2017

4. Alan Barber, ‘Industrial agreements should reflect modern work practice’, Barber’s Meaty Issues; Agribusiness 
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6. Cited in ‘NZ meat workers fight against nonunion individual contracts’, The Militant, April 24, 2017. 
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New Models of Worker 
Organisation and Power
By Sam Huggard
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In the increasing debates on the ‘future of work’, unions are putting 

the issues of insecure and precarious work firmly on the table.1 Whether we call it 

casualisation, precarious work, temporary, or non-standard work—it means that 

workers have worse conditions, less security, less say and are more vulnerable. 

That may suit the boss—but it is unfair and does not work for workers. However, 

in the view of the New Zealand Council of Trade Unions (CTU), it’s no good to 

just engage in talks on the future of work at a policy level, we need an organising 

response to major changes in the workplace too. If we want to retain and grow 

our movement as an influential voice for working people, we need to move 

resources into areas of growth in the workforce, not just look after those that 

have access to the union movement now.

It’s worth noting that collective bargaining remains our primary focus, and 

we aren’t about to cede the ground on this anytime soon. Unsurprisingly, 

the international literature backs up what unionists know to be the case, that 

collective bargaining remains a most effective way of building organisation 

and influence to achieve better working conditions and a better life. Collective 

bargaining continues to serve many workers well. But it is out of reach for many: 

in the private sector for example just one in ten workers are bargaining with 

their workmates in a union. Both in actual numbers and as a proportion of the 

workforce, unions are in a slow but steady decline.

In the spirit of trying new approaches, in this article I look at four different ways 

that unions today are building and exercising power in the workplace. 

 

The first of these is broad-based organising. Its origins are in the community 

organising strands that emerged out of Chicago in the 1930s, most often 

associated with Saul Alinsky. Broad-based organising, as promulgated in the US 

and elsewhere by the Industrial Areas Foundation, sees three sectors coming 

together to build power: workers in unions, faith organisations and community 

organisations.

In New Zealand this approach has been adopted by the Living Wage Movement 

Aotearoa. It organises around a living wage which it describes as “the income 

that is necessary for workers and their families to have the basic necessities of 

life, to live with dignity and to participate in the community.” It was seeded by 

the then Service and Food Workers Union Nga Ringa Tota (now a part of E tū) 

because simply bargaining with service contract companies was doing little to 

move its members beyond the statutory minimum wage. A new approach was 

needed, and the Living Wage Movement Aotearoa came into being.
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The Living Wage movement seeks to harness community, faith and worker power 

by focusing on the economic employers or rules setters—the decision makers up 

the chain who really influence the wages and conditions of low paid workers.  

The best example of this locally has been city councils. Rather than bargain with 

firms whose contract price is set up the chain by Council tender documents, the 

Living Wage movement focuses on the ultimate decision makers, Councillors 

themselves. The Living Wage Movement provides a structured methodology for 

lifting low-paid workers’ wages: community events, submissions, storytelling, 

negotiations, public commitments of politicians and accreditation processes.  

Five New Zealand City Councils are in various stages of formally adopting the 

Living Wage with Wellington City Council on track to become New Zealand’s 

first accredited Living Wage Council. 

The second example is strategic litigation. In 2012, aged care worker and E tū 

member Kristine Bartlett brought an Equal Pay Act case against her employer, 

Terranova Homes. She argued she had spent 20 years on very low pay because 

aged care is largely performed by women. Kristine Bartlett’s case went all the 

way to the Supreme Court—with Courts agreeing with her that she had been 

underpaid because of gender discrimination. The case was referred to the 

Employment Court to set a fair rate for Kristine. Before this happened, the 

government intervened, asking E tū, the New Zealand Nurses Organisation, 

the Public Service Association and the CTU to instead work on a negotiated 

settlement with them to avoid further court action, and extend coverage of the 

negotiations to include all care and support workers in aged care, disability and 

home support. This led to the historic $2 billion pay equity settlement for care 

and support workers that was announced on 18 April 2017 and came into force 

on 1 July.2

Collectively bargaining enterprise by enterprise, or even through multi-employer 

bargaining, could not have delivered this outcome. It was the unions looking at 

different ways to build power that did it. There are other excellent examples of 

Residential aged care worker and E tū member Kristine Bartlett speaks at the announcement of the Care and 

Support workers’ pay equity settlement, Loaves and Fishes, 18 April 2017. Photo by PSA.
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strategic litigation that have delivered significant wins for working people—the 

Sleepover minimum wage case and In-between travel case chief among them.3

The third example speaks to the power of external leverage in resolving workplace 

issues. In this case—that of iwi and hapū in the Talleys AFFCO dispute. The 

Meat Workers Union does all it can to organise workers in Talleys, through the 

tried and true methods of building site leadership and delegate structures and 

bargaining collectively. However the union finds itself in an endless string of 

legal processes which frustrate any chance of genuine good faith bargaining. In 

2012, Talley’s owned AFFCO Meat works locked out over 1,400 meat workers for 

3 months in a brutal dispute over company demands for major concessions on 

hours of work and other conditions. This led to a strong reaction from across 

the union movement, and the late Helen Kelly, then CTU president, was actively 

involved in the dispute on behalf of the movement. Unions rallied behind these 

workers and their families with money, food, pickets, rallies, and logistical 

support.4

In the end the involvement of iwi leaders was critical to ending the lockout— 

the existing pressure points weren’t shifting the company.5 Iwi leaders such 

as Ngāpuhi’s Sonny Tau, a former freezing worker himself, described it as a 

proud achievement for iwi, and describes the substantial power they wielded. 

“We have a significant amount of stock going through Affco... we said to the 

company, if you don’t sit down [with the union] we’ll withhold our cattle or send 

them somewhere else,” he told the Northern Advocate newspaper: “People have to 

realise that they will go nowhere quickly without iwi. They ignore Maori at their 

peril.”6 The collective agreement reached wasn’t perfect by any standards—there 

were concessions made—but the involvement of iwi leaders ended the lockout 

and got the workers back on the job.

The fourth example, and perhaps the most critical in a publication such as this 

one themed on precarious work, is the informal associations of workers that 

FIRST Union are trialing, with some success. Among these is the Logistics 

Workers Network, which is an attempt to create a barrier-free network for labour 

hire workers who otherwise do not have access to union coverage. As FIRST 

Union told a select committee in 2015, “(t)here are few industries where the 

issues of insecure hours are more severe and workers are more vulnerable 

than the ‘agency’ or labour hire industry, which we see as being tantamount 

to ‘zero hours on steroids’. Labour hire usage is rife throughout the logistics 

industry, and to address this issue FIRST Union has established a ‘Logistics 

Workers Network’ that provides a free, confidential networking system, access to 

advocates, education on workers’ rights and a voice for marginalised workers.”7

The union has methodically identified the barriers to labour hire workers 

organising collectively and has set out to eliminate them. Because cost is an 

issue, the network is free. Because the workers have little leverage, the union 

instead harnesses the leverage of directly-employed workers on site, to bargain for 

such things as conversion clauses—which turn temporary jobs into permanent 

ones.  Because there is no work security if employment issues are raised during a 

workers’ assignment at a company, the issues are raised after they have finished.  
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The Logistics Workers’ Network is in early days, but like the migrant workers’ 

network Union Network of Migrants (UNEMIG), and networks for forestry and 

road transport workers, they represent an important attempt to broaden the 

union movement’s reach beyond those who it currently represents.

What unites each of these examples is that if unions had focused only on one tool 

—collective bargaining—their workplace issues wouldn’t have been satisfactorily 

resolved. Bargaining with contracted our service firms or aged care providers 

wasn’t delivering much more than the minimum wage, and so the living wage 

movement and pay equity litigation were respectively initiated. Business as usual 

unionism didn’t end the lockout of meat workers, it was the external leverage of 

iwi. Labour hire workers in the logistics industry had no chance of a collective 

voice, until FIRST Union approached things differently.

There are other examples too that are worth documenting. The work of New 

Zealand’s creative sector unions—Actors Equity and the New Zealand Writers 

Guild for example—gives excellent insight into organising freelance and contract 

workers, for whom a collective employment agreement isn’t how they exercise 

collective influence on their industry. Unite Union won an end to zero hour 

contracts through an aggressive media campaign that led to a law change. And 

there are more.

The challenge for trade unions is to consolidate around areas where it is strong, 

but direct resources, even just on a trial or pilot basis, to alternative forms of 

worker representation or new ways of building influence. Unions will need to 

back themselves to try some things differently, knowing of the 5 new ideas we try, 

3 might fail. And that’s ok. We must continue to critique how we are doing, and 

if doing so means adapting, then we should rise to this challenge and adapt. If it 

means bringing to birth new models of worker organisation and power from the 

ashes of the old ones, then we need to be up for this too.

Sam Huggard is National Secretary of the New Zealand Council of Trade Unions Te 

Kauae Kaimahi.

1. The International Labour Organisation, the global tripartite body of workers, employers and government, 

    has its centenary in 2019 focused on this issue.

2. This case is also explored in the review of Prue Hyman’s Hopes Dashed? The Economics of Gender 

    Inequality in the Reviews section of this issue of the Bulletin.

3. See Sleepover Wages (Settlement) Act 2011, accessed 23 October 2017, http://www.legislation.govt.nz/act/

    public/2011/0098/59.0/DLM4047618.html and Home and Community Support (Payment for Travel 

    Between Clients) Settlement Act 2016, accessed 23 October 2017, http://www.legislation.govt.nz/act/

    public/2016/0002/latest/whole.html#DLM6600910.

4. Please read Ross Webb’s article, “Jobs the Count”: The Fight against Precarious Work at AFFCO Wairoa’ in 

    this issue for a full account.

5. AFFCO, ‘AFFCO Dispute settles’, Scoop, 22 May 2012, accessed 23 October 2017, http://www.scoop.co.nz/

    stories/PO1205/S00318/affco-dispute-settles.htm 

6. Peter de Graaf, ‘Maori leaders proud of role ending AFFCO dispute’ Northern Adcocate, 15 June 2012, 

    accessed 23 October 2017,  http://www.nzherald.co.nz/northern-advocate/news/article.cfm?c_

    id=1503450&objectid=11063949 

7. Accessed 23 October 2017, https://www.parliament.nz/en/pb/sc/submissions-and-advice/document/

    51SCTIR_EVI_00DBHOH_BILL64668_1_A448330/first-union 
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Precarious Pasts 
and Postwork Futures
By Jared Davidson
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Precarious labour is nothing new. Insecure and irregular work has been 

the norm rather than the exception in the history of capitalism. “For most of 

human history, work has occurred under unstable conditions, with little legal 

regulation and little expectation of long-term continuity.” Precarious labour today 

is not so much a new phenomenon “but the return of precarious labour after a 

three-decade interruption during the Fordist era in some parts of the world.”1

But this is only half the picture. Women and racialised minorities have always had 

a precarious relation to waged labour.2 Even at the height of Fordism, ‘standard 

employment relations’—regular, full-time, and long-term work characterised 

by (mostly) male workers concentrated in a single workplace or industry—were 

premised on the precarious and often invisible labour of others. As Angela 

Mitropoulos notes, the stability of ‘standard’ work presupposed vast amounts of 

unpaid domestic labour by women and the colonisation of indigenous peoples.3  

For Mitropoulos, “the recent rise of precarity is actually its discovery among 

those who had not expected it”; the orthodox union movement with its blindness 

to longstanding hierarchies within waged and unwaged labour.4

The return (or discovery) of precarious labour has mostly been viewed by traditional 

unions as a threat, not only to working conditions but to the continuing existence 

of unions themselves. As mediators of exploitation rather than advocates for its 

abolition, the answer to precarious labour for such unions is often government-

regulated work, the promotion of ‘decent work’, and job creation—in a nutshell, 

more work—and none of which address the root causes of precarity.

Yet there are other, more liberatory alternatives. The struggle against the wage 

relation and its gendered and racial divisions has been present in the best of 

Marx’s writing, certain anarchist and communist currents (such as the Industrial 

Workers of the World, IWW), and revolutionary feminist thought. The problem 

for this perspective today, notes Kathi Weeks, is that “the gospel of work and the 

work ethic have so colonized our lives that it is difficult to conceive a life not 

centered on and subordinated to work.”5

Using examples of precarious work from New Zealand’s past, I want to explore 

this antiwork tradition and the refusal of work as a potential strategy for both 

the abolition of precarious labour, and the very relations that call capital and the 

proletariat into being.6 A related question, and one of interest to the discipline of 

labour history, is how resistance to work might reshape the way labour militancy 

is defined and measured, and how the historical emergence and re-emergence of 

certain forms of struggle can situate the present in the history of capital.7
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Precarious pasts
Stout despite his sixty years and clean-shaven except for a greying moustache, 

in 1918 Joseph Goss was an aging watersider and agricultural labourer living 

in Waitara, Taranaki. While he called Waitara home, his precarious working 

situation meant he often moved about for work. At sixty he was one of the many 

aging labourers on the edge of the cash economy, trying to pick up jobs where 

he could.8

Before arriving in Waitara in 1914, Joseph had laboured on the wharves in both 

Wellington and Whanganui. To earn a day’s shift Joseph had to stand on the dock 

to be selected like cattle at auction, only to work physically exhausting, dangerous 

jobs. Joseph had hoped to fare better in a smaller port like Waitara, but he was 

mistaken.

Joseph was a prolific letter writer, and the struggle for and against work is a 

recurring theme in his letters. Joseph wrote that since leaving Whanganui there 

had been no work for him “or any man of his type and principles”, and figured 

that for over four years he had not averaged more than 10/1 shillings per week. In 

1918, that could buy around twenty-five loaves of bread or two large bags of flour. 

It was only “thanks to our frugal mode of living, coupled with simple wants, we 

have been able to carry on.”9 The reproduction—the survival—of Joseph and his 

wife Mary, relied as much on Mary’s unwaged work as the meager wages Joseph 

could earn.

Thanks to his age, or possibly his opposition to capitalism, Joseph could not 

hold down a permanent job, even with the labour shortage caused by the First 

World War. Irregular work was the norm. “Since I last wrote I have had a job for 

a fortnight in the cooling chamber, and a couple of days out at the Kersone Sheds. 

I have been able to square up with Room money, so I am alright for a short 

while.”10 The cash, however, did not last. “As for your financial position, I am 

pleased to know things are going so well with you. Wish I could say the same for 

myself”, Joseph wrote three months later. “Would have sent you papers oftener 

from this side, but could not afford the stamps.”11

His precarious working life, plus the militarism of the war, left Joseph despondent 

and bitter. “Life for me has lost all charm”, wrote Joseph, who vented his anger 

at the military, the ruling class, and his fellow workers.12 He wasn’t alone. Henry 

Aloysius Murphy was a gristly Australian labourer working on the Auckland 

wharves. Quoting Emerson, Henry believed that “Doomsday is every day for the 

workers”, and poured out his disgust at his co-worker’s desire for work. “I hate to 

talk about work it’s the most degrading thing that I know of” wrote Henry in May 

1919. “Things have slackened up here on the wharves (but) seven home boats 

expected in next month, that ought to gladden the heart of bone headed bastards 

that’s all they want (plenty work). I would work them 2 death if I had my way!”13  

It wasn’t long before these letters were stopped by the state. From the perspective 

of power, these were seditious ideas. Work was to be worshipped and the myth of 

the dignity of labour preserved. Echoing longstanding concerns over vagrants—

those who failed or refused to internalise dominant middle-class values of work, 
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industry and respectability—the state linked these letters to criminality and 

social threat.14

Henry was hauled before the court for failing to register as a reservist under 

the Military Service Act and was sentenced to fourteen days hard labour. On his 

release he was due to be deported, but agreed to leave New Zealand ‘voluntarily’ 

and returned to Australia. Joseph fared slightly better. His age saved him from 

prosecution, but his precarious existence continued. In 1919, Joseph had moved 

inland to find more work, and by 1923 he eked out a living as a gardener in 

Napier. It was here that Joseph Goss died on 26 March 1934. He was 76 years old.

Toil - travail - tripalium - torture
These letters suggest that Joseph and Henry viewed waged work as dead time 

rather than a source of dignity or the pillar of social value. Their precarious 

working experience also shows that for many in their position (like most 

precarious workers today), unions and their membership fees were mostly out 

of reach. Traditional unions were (and are) based on the world of paid work, 

something Joseph and Henry either struggled to find or ultimately abhorred. 

They were not alone. Stevan Eldred-Grigg found that many workers “saw their 

work as something actually distasteful, boring, depressing and tedious. The 

dislike they felt for their work was one of the most fundamental limitations of the 

union movement.”15 The mystical cult of work pushed by employers, teachers, 

the clergy, middle-class socialists and most union leaders was far from accepted. 

Some amongst New Zealand’s working-class were more likely to sympathise 

with Paul Lafargue’s The Right to Be Lazy, with its defence of idleness, than the 

proud workers portrayed in Edward Bellamy’s Looking Backwards.
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This is hardly surprising. The French word travail, to toil, comes from the Latin 

tripalium or ‘instrument of torture’, and as the case of Henry Murphy suggests, 

there is a rich vein of working-class struggle against toil—those who believed in 

liberation from work rather than liberation through work. Yet resistance to work 

during the twentieth century has often been underestimated by labour historians. 

More often than not work has been viewed as creation rather than coercion, and 

workers as producers rather than resisters who must be constantly disciplined 

or seduced to accept work.16 Traditional yardsticks of working class militancy are 

therefore measured in organisational or ideological terms. 

But something interesting happens if resistance to work rather than party or 

union membership is taken as a measure of class-consciousness. Not only does 

it widen the terrain of study, it gives working people like Joseph Goss and Henry 

Murphy agency in the making of their own history. It moves “the self-activity 

of the working class to centre stage” even if that activity was rooted in self-

preservation.17

As Michael Steidman notes in his classic Workers Against Work, an investigation 

of workers’ resistance to work also links the histories of women, unemployed 

workers, and immigrants and makes those histories more visible: 

Instead of viewing female workers as less militant because they were 

relatively uninterested in joining parties and unions, an investigation of 

their struggles over maternity leave, absenteeism, illnesses, and gossip 

demonstrates that women also participated in the class struggle… Women 

identified less with the workplace because of the temporary and unskilled 

character of their jobs, lower salaries, and familial responsibilities.18

If their avoidance of the workplace is taken as a measure of class-consciousness, 

“then many women’s minimal identification with their role as producer might lead 

to the conclusion that females were among the true vanguard or consciousness 

of the working class.”19

Postwork futures
The examples of Joseph Goss and Henry Murphy, two precarious workers with a 

tenuous relationship to work and the union movement, helps us to take a longer 

view of insecure work and how to struggle against it. How the racialised sphere 

of unpaid or reproductive labour must be at the forefront of organising against 

capitalist precarity, for example, and that socialist programs of the past, with their 

affirmation of labour rather than the abolition of labour, are at best outdated, if 

not irrelevant and counterproductive. Work refusal and liberation from labour 

should be at the heart of our struggles. And the forms these struggles take need 

to recover the original sense of the word ‘proletariat’ as those without reserves, 

including those beyond the formal wage.20

Like Steidman’s challenge in Workers Against Work, this immediately poses 

questions around worker identity and class-consciousness. Most labour 

movements were built around an affirmable worker’s identity, one that claimed 

a universal class character but was actually of a very narrow make-up—the 
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white male industrial worker or those who “conformed to a certain image of 

respectability, dignity, hard work, family, organisation, and sobriety.”21 This flaw 

has long been pointed out by Marxist feminists (and others), and their critique 

seems especially relevant in the present. Thanks to the breakdown of Fordist 

discipline and managerial techniques, and the return of precarious, flexible 

working conditions, employers need workers to identify with their work more 

than ever before. Does it make sense for those resisting precarity to affirm 

the very same identification with work? As the Endnotes collective argue, “the 

fundamental contradiction of our society (proletariat-capital) is only potentially 

deadly to capitalism if the worker confronts her work and therefore takes on not 

just the capitalist, but what capital makes of her, i.e. if she takes on what she does 

and is.”22

In this sense, writes Kathi Weeks,

the politics of and against work has the potential to expand the terrain of 

class struggle to include actors well beyond that classic figure of traditional 

class politics, the industrial proletariat… after all, work, including the 

dearth of it, is the way that capitalist valorization bears most directly and 

most intensively on more and more people’s lives.23

This call to refuse work is not a utopian denial of the terrible, anxiety-ridden 

experience of precarious labour and the constant struggle to make ends meet. 

Precarious workers have difficulty refusing work because they have only ever 

had a discontinuous, uncertain, and temporary relationship with it.24 Demands 

for better working conditions can and must be made. But as Weeks notes, it is 

the demand itself that can broaden the struggle, and with it, people’s horizons. 

Demands that go beyond those offered by traditional unions and the majority 

of the left—alternatives that seem to end at fair and equitable work—can win 

material improvements while pointing to postwork futures. They can be a means 

to a different end—a world where work does not dominate life—rather than an 

end in themselves. 

Past examples of antiwork demands that expand the scope of struggle include 

the IWW’s campaign for a four hour day with eight hours pay, the Wages for 

Housework movement, and more recently, the demand for universal basic 

income.25 With the return of precarious labour, what form these demands take in 

the present is crucial. For example, in Riot. Strike. Riot, Joshua Clover charts the 

return of the riot as a form of struggle within the sphere of capitalist circulation. 

Mapping the food riots of the 18th century to the machine-breaking of Captain 

Swing and the Luddites to the riots of Watts, Detroit, Newark, Chicago, Los 

Angeles, Athens, Oakland, and Ferguson, Clover argues that the blockade of 

circulation, often in the form of rioting, is the modern-day equivalent of the 

Fordist strike, and the recourse of those “chronically outside the formal wage.”26

Circulation struggles that bring together those beyond the formal wage is just 

one example from the past with relevance for today. There are countless others—

although we should be wary of grafting the past onto the present. Yet as I hope 

this paper shows, there are lessons from the past that a long view can uncover, just 
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as historical narratives can shed light on examples of antiwork politics. The role 

of labour historians in the struggle against precarity is to make such examples 

visible; to provide alternatives that expand the horizon of such struggles; and 

to question the relationship between precarious and unwaged labour, labour 

history, and the affirmation of labour rather than its abolition. 

Jared Davidson is an archivist, LHP Committee member and designer of the Bulletin.
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Reviews
Precarity: Uncertain, Insecure and Unequal Lives 
in Aotearoa New Zealand
Edited by Shiloh Groot, Clifford Van Ommen, Bridgette Masters-Awatere and 

Natasha Tassell-Matamua (Palmerston North: Massey University Press, 2017). 

Reviewed by Ross Webb.

We live in a society skewed in favour of those with extensive wealth, where 

attention is diverted away from an examination of inequalities by vilifying 

those who bear the greatest burden of a broken system. 

Precarity, 14.

This new book from Massey University Press provides insights into the many 

dimensions of precarious lives in New Zealand. Its aim, set out in the introduction, 

is “not to further vilify them, but rather to place their lived experience in plain 

sight.” “It is time”, the editors of the collection continue, “[that] all New Zealanders 

understood the reality of what many of our own citizens endure in the struggle to 

make ends meet and live dignified lives.” The book owes its title and its central theme 

to the work of Guy Standing, author of The Precariat: A New Dangerous Class and A 

Precariat Charter: From Denizens to Citizens. His more recent book, The Corruption of 

Capitalism: Why rentiers thrive and work does not pay, continued the theme of his two 

earlier books: that income is channelled to the owners of property—financial, physical 

and intellectual—at the expense of society. Precarity provides a well needed analysis 

of how these broader themes apply to New Zealand and does so through a range of 

voices, approaches, perspectives and academic disciplines. In recent years, there have 

been some valuable contributions that address such topics as the financialization of 

the economy and the enormous wealth disparities that mark our society have been 

explored by scholars (for example, Jane Kelsey’s The Fire Economy and the essays in 

Max Rashbrooke’s Inequality: A New Zealand Crisis). However, the composition and 

experience of the precarious lives that endure the worst of these issues is missing.  

Precarity provides the foundation. 

The book opens with a broader perspective of the precariat, provided by the originator 

of the term, Guy Standing. In the forward, Standing outlines his definition of the 

precariat, and why this new “class-in-the-making” has emerged. Standings makes 

it clear from the outset, however, that the precariat is not an incidental feature of 

economic change. Rather, he writes, “[i]t is wanted by those steering and gaining 

from a global system and that has veered a long way from anything close to a textbook 

version of a ‘free market economy.’” Standing outlines an important theme of the 

book. That is, that while the precariat is often defined by their insecure employment 

relationship, it encompasses four other key dimensions. Along with that precarious 

employment relationship, the precariat have no occupational narrative or identity 

and “must do a great deal of work that is not labour, work that is neither recognised 

statistically nor remunerated in any way, but which must be done.” Secondly, the 

precariat do not receive the non-wage benefits and subsidised services that members 

of what Standing calls the salariat usually receive, which include pensions, paid 

holidays and paid sick leave. Thirdly, the precariat are a class losing their rights, 

becoming denizens. Standing writes, “They lack or are losing all forms of rights—
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civil cultural, social, economic and political’. Lastly, is the experience of a sense of 

relative deprivation. 

Following Standing’s forward, in which he outlines the global context and definitions 

of the precariat, we move into the New Zealand context. The introduction provides a 

broad overview of the book, including summaries of each chapter and situates the idea 

of the precariat or precarity within its historical and New Zealand specific context. “In 

one sense”, the authors write, “precarity refers to the negative consequences for the 

wellbeing and survival of citizens following the gradual dismantling of the welfare 

state and union representation; in another related sense, it refers to the changing 

nature of work that becomes intermittent, insecure and insufficient.” The introduction 

also outlines the broader focus of the book. While Standing focuses on the world of 

labour, this book explores other forms of precarity, such as opportunities for cultural 

expression and embodiment, and the struggle to secure safety in intimate and family 

relationships. The introduction demonstrates this with a focus on disability. People 

living with disabilities are one population in New Zealand whose access to equitable 

labour conditions has always been denied. This was illustrated through a restructure 

at KFC in 2013 where 17 workers with disabilities lost their jobs—a decision reversed 

with the aid of Unite Union, Labour and the Greens. It is an existence, the authors 

argue, marked by insecure employment, inadequate income and compromised 

social, political and economic rights that “clearly locates many people with disabilities 

in New Zealand among the precariat.” This is just one of the many “underexplored 

examples” of precarity uncovered in this book.

The book is divided into 18 short chapters and divided into 3 parts. The first part, 

‘Selling Snake Oil’, is made up of three essays that address the more general aspects 

of precarity and the precariat, including its statistical composition, the poverty trap, 

media representations, penal welfare, food insecurity, precariousness among women 

and children escaping domestic violence, and older people and the “lessons of 

universality.” The first chapter, on the statistical composition of the precariat, outlines 

the definition of the precariat as comprising three categories: temporary employees, 

the jobless, and beneficiaries. The first outlines the demographic composition of 

the precariat and argues that in New Zealand, at least one in six can be defined as 

being part of this group, a group overrepresented by females, younger age groups, 

those with low or no qualifications, and those with low incomes. The New Zealand 

precariat has higher rates of prevalence in regions associated with meat processing, 

horticulture, and other seasonal employment. The following chapters address the 

poverty trap, and how those affected can lift themselves out of it. Centrally, it argues 

that if a ‘poverty trap’ exists, then poverty will never be eradicated without safety nets 

like international aid, welfare, and a decent living wage. 

Wayne Hope and Janes Scott then address the media representations of precarious 

work. This chapter, however, focuses far too much on the context of neoliberal 

capitalism and less on media representation, and the power that lies within and 

behind the media and its representation. The next chapter uses the term ‘penal 

welfare’ to describe the increasingly ruthless free-market approaches to welfare 

and the criminalisation of families in need—a trend we saw very recently with the 

attacks on Metiria Turei. Crucially, the chapter includes the voices of those who are 

the targets of the ‘tough love’ approach and face coercion, detailed monitoring, denial 
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of resources, blaming humiliation, threats and minimisation of legitimate concerns. 

The chapters calls for the abolition of penal welfare, and a more humane approach 

based on universality and one that is embedded within a broader socio-economic 

system that ensures living wages, quality work, and an equitable society. This section 

also includes chapters on food insecurity and domestic violence as forms of precarity. 

The last chapter in this section is particularly interesting. Against the background 

of youth struggle and exclusion, the author Mary Breheny argues, older people are 

“cast as the villains.” However, such a characterisation simplifies the conversation 

about inequality and precarity to one of “trade-offs” between generational cohorts. In 

short, Breheny writes, “the argument is used to suggest all that is required to address 

insecurity is redistribution from wealthy older people to the disenfranchised young 

and poor.” Such an argument rests on the assumption that no substantial structural 

changes are possible, and that instead, equity becomes about making everyone equally 

insecure. Breheny thus makes the case for universality. 

The Second Part, entitled ‘Native Disruptions: Māori and the Precariat’ details the 

experience of Māori living with insecure housing, employment, education, and/or 

access to health services. The guiding theme of the section is the past and present 

and a focus on how social, economic, political and cultural structures contribute to 

the maintenance of precariousness for Māori. But this section also focuses not only 

on what is “broken”, but also provide inspiration in the face of adversity. The section 

begins with an invitation to the reader: “to understand, embrace, and own the past. By 

recognising and accepting the past—our collective histories—we can determine our 

collective present and future.” The first chapter somewhat mirrors the first chapter of 

the first section, described above, in that is provides a demographic portrait, or as the 

authors put it, a “silhouette”, the fundamental starting point for understanding the 

lived experience of the Māori precariat.

Delta King, Mohi Rua and Darris Hidgetts expand on the previous chapter’s notion 

of penal welfare. Following a historical overview of the emergence of the Māori 

precariat (describing Māori as becoming a “economic shock absorber for society in 

austere times”), the authors describe the perceived “dependency” of Māori on social 

services and the experience of those requiring assistance as well as for advocates. 

The Māori experience with social services is continued in the following two chapters 

which address the precarious position of young Māori mothers and Māori Health 

providers. The final chapter of the section addresses Māori youth homelessness, with 

powerful description of the lived experience of precarity. What unites these essays 

is understanding precarity not only as a global development of a new class, but 

something unique and specific to the history of Māori. The solution, too, remains 

specific to Māori and through the “incorporation of a Te Ao Māori (Māori world) 

perspective into local and national responses… we can contribute to the native 

disruption of the precariat.” 

The last section of the book, ‘Arrivals: Past and Present’, contains perhaps some of 

the most innovative approaches to understanding precarity. As the title suggests, this 

section of the book addresses the stories of those arriving from elsewhere, including 

the experience of non-European immigrant experiences in the labour market, the 

refugee experience, and Pasifika women. Paul Spoonley opens Part One with an essay 

on the history of immigrants in New Zealand, the various waves of immigration and 
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the challenges of seeking secure employment in New Zealand. Since the neoliberal 

reforms of the 1980s, Spoonley argues, migrants have found themselves in a much 

more casualised and individualised labour market, while those earlier migrants faced 

the decline of manufacturing jobs in the face of deindustrialisation. The strong theme 

of the following three essays is the focus on the individual experience of Pasifika 

people: Byron Seiluli and Philip Siataga focus on Tauivi, an afakasi (Samoan and 

palagi, mixed heritage) man grieving the loss of his father; Bridgette Masters-Awatere 

and Jessica Gosche describe the story of Teuili, and the horrors of domestic violence, 

and Seraphine Williams and Shiloh Groot look at the experience of four young 

Samoan transwomen and discrimination in the workplace. The final two chapters 

address the experience of refugees and asylum seekers, an area often not discussed 

in the discussion of the precariat. 

Overall the book is effective in achieving its goal of demonstrating the varying ways 

precarity is experienced. The book sets out to combine an interdisciplinary approach 

to precarious lives in Aotearoa and does so by drawing on work by academics, 

emerging researchers, and advocates. In this way, it is successful. There are some 

issues, however. There is far too much repetition of the broader framework across 

the chapters. Summaries of neoliberalism and the economic reforms since 1984 are 

detailed too often across each chapter. Nevertheless, this is an important contribution 

that begins an important conversation. Hopefully, like Max Rashbrookes’ Inequality, 

it sparks a broader debate, ensures that those living precarious lives are indeed placed 

“in plain sight”, and the issues they face are addressed. 

Hopes Dashed? The Economics of Gender Inequality
By Prue Hyman (Wellington: BWB Texts, 2017)

Reviewed by Cybèle Locke

This book packs an educational punch and is a must-read for anyone working to 

eradicate gender inequality in Aotearoa New Zealand. In Hopes Dashed?, Prue Hyman 

argues that a feminist analysis is crucial to understanding women’s economic and 

social position, and why gender inequalities have not disappeared: “ethnicity, class, 

marital status, age and other demographic characteristics continue to interact with 

gender to stratify society” (7-8). Hyman explains that despite the positive changes 

brought by feminist activists since the mid-1990s, neoliberal policies that sustain 

a dual economy of haves and have-nots also ensure gender inequalities continue.  

This work updates her 1994 book Women and Economics: A New Zealand Feminist 

Perspective, also published by Bridget Williams Books. Hopes Dashed? is not a good 

news story, but one we can use to push our new government to make radical policy 

changes that eradicate structural inequities.  

In a succinct style, Hyman introduces the current state of feminism, feminist 

economics, the global economic landscape and women’s fight for change, defining 

the terms by which this book was written. The beauty of feminist economics is that 

it encompasses “how orthodox economic theories, systems and policies” impact men 

and women differently, and “how this links with the different impacts of ethnicity, 

class, age and other aspects of life both within and between countries” (11). Chapters 

one and two explore how inequality operates in unpaid and paid work, and chapters 

three, four and five suggest how we should fix it.  
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Chapter One, ‘Unpaid Work’, reminds us that the primary indicator of economic 

activity, gross domestic product (GDP), continues to ignore unpaid labour—household 

and caring work—most of which is done by women. Despite the scholarship of 

feminist economists, including Marilyn Waring’s powerful world-renowned book 

Counting for Nothing, published in 1988, unpaid productive and reproductive work 

remains relatively invisible, and for welfare beneficiaries, seriously stigmatised. 

Hyman paints a statistical portrait of unpaid work, carefully laying out how crucially 

interdependent productive activities and household labour are. Women continue to 

do on average two more hours a day of unpaid work than men, and those with young 

children do even more so; this gender gap has not changed in New Zealand over a ten 

year period. Hyman asks key questions: how can paid work be valued, especially as it 

has been found that households with unpaid caregivers earn on average ten percent 

less than those without such responsibilities, and why has government support been 

so unforthcoming, apart from for those aged over 65?  

The most sorely undervalued are sole parents, the vast majority of whom are women 

(84.2 per cent in 2013, with Māori and Pasifika women overrepresented in that 

number), and Hyman examines their position in some detail. Due to substantial 

benefit cuts in 1991 and inflation-only adjustments since then, “[a]bout 90 per cent 

of … [sole parent households] had an equivalised disposable income below the overall 

median, with 56 per cent in poverty” (34). Drawing on the work of First Union, 

the Child Poverty Action Group, accountant academic Lisa Marriott and Auckland 

Action Against Poverty, Hyman explains how the benefit system in combination 

with a casualised workforce traps sole parents and their children in poverty. She 

compares the punitive treatment of those who commit benefit fraud, motivated by 

basic needs or escaping domestic violence, with wealthier citizens who commit tax 

fraud, motivated by status and esteem. Tax evasion costs us 25 to 50 times as much as 

those involved in welfare fraud, yet 60 per cent of those prosecuted for benefit fraud 

are given jail sentences while only 22 per cent of those convicted of tax fraud are 

jailed; the government has cancelled tax debt while “mothers who owe benefit debt 

are pursued for the rest of their lives” (42).  Gender, class and ethnic discrimination 

are most obvious amongst sole parents, but many others dependent on benefits or 

very low incomes face the same issues.

Chapter Two, ‘Paid Work’, reviews women’s position in the paid labour market.  While 

the glass ceiling has been smashed by individuals, structural barriers still remain. 

A combination of lower levels of unionisation and collective contract coverage, a 

substantial increase in precarious work, women’s greater involvement in unpaid 

work, and gender differences in employment and occupation adversely affect women’s 

labour market status. Hyman argues that the need for women’s equal opportunity has 

been recognised in theory but not achieved in practice. Women’s position in the labour 

market is explored statistically, and the roadblocks to equality—job segregation, the 

wage gap, discrimination—are convincingly mapped. Women and men continue to 

do very different jobs and women are clustered in lower-paying jobs, with very few 

making it through the hierarchy to the top. Thanks to campaigners, the wage gap 

of 12-15 per cent is well known, but Hyman breaks it down by occupation, weekly 

and yearly incomes, and includes part-time as well as full-time work to give a clearer 

picture of how the gap widens dramatically in particular circumstances. For example, 
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the finance/insurance industry has one of the widest pay gaps; women earned 30.2 

per cent less than men in 2016.  

Contention remains over the role of discrimination in creating the gender earnings 

gap because it is so hard to pin down. A Ministry for Women’s Affairs (renamed 

the Ministry for Women in 2014) report offers a useful summary: “cultural beliefs, 

attitudes, stereotypes and values create ‘biased, often unconscious, perceptions about 

women’s ability to advance and/or lead effectively’, creating invisible barriers to their 

progression” (63). Attention is drawn to policies that have prevented progress towards 

gender equality: the repeal of the Employment Equity Act in 1990, the closure of the 

Department of Labour’s Pay and Employment Equity Unit, which conducted gender 

pay review work in the 2000s but never had the chance to action findings; the removal 

of job protections in industrial relations legislation; and harsh measures that push 

beneficiaries with young children back into the workforce. With this in mind, Hyman 

argues for major policy interventions in the following chapters.  

Chapter Three, ‘Towards Equal Opportunities and Equal Outcomes’, discusses how 

implementation of equal employment opportunities (EEO), pay equity and more “equal 

gender sharing of unpaid work” are required to bring about equality for women (95).  

EEO “requires equal gender access to jobs, training, promotion and other human-

capital-enhancing factors” (69). Policy provisions for EEO have been in place in the 

public sector since 1988, but not in the private sector; Judy McGregor was appointed 

the first Equal Employment Opportunities Commissioner, operating out of the 

Human Rights Commission in 2002, but with little power to effect change. Recourse 

to the courts on this issue has had mixed results due to differing interpretations of 

“fairness, equity and discrimination” by workers and their employers. One applicant 

argued fairness meant “recognising difference and social disadvantage” while their 

employer argued that “equal” meant the “same treatment for all” (73-4). Hyman draws 

our attention to the mind-set that needs to change. Orthodox economists describe the 

gender gap as an outcome of women’s individual and household choices, and that 

women only need encouragement to do better.  Instead, she contends, we need to 

open our feminist toolbox and challenge the very social norms this judgement is 

predicated on.    

To bring about substantial change, job segregation and under-valuation of female-

dominated work needs to be addressed “by the principle of equal pay for work of equal 

value” (78). This is where comparatives are made between female-dominated and 

male-dominated workforces that share “similar overall levels of skill, responsibility, 

effort and working conditions” (79). Unions, academics and feminist groups have 

long argued for this and Hyman briefly examines this history. She then provides a 

case study of the Service and Food Workers’ Union (SFWU) and Kristine Bartlett care 

workers’ case, which argued “$14.46 an hour was a discriminatory rate of pay for 

work done almost exclusively by women in the female-dominated rest-home sector” 

(86). In August 2013, the Employment Court found in Bartlett’s favour, and made a 

strong ruling that cases for equal pay for work of equal value can be made under the 

1972 Equal Pay Act. New pay equity claims were then filed by the SFWU (now part of 

E tū), the Public Services Association and the Nurses Organisation. Hyman describes 

the National government-led committees that were established in 2015 to develop 
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Pay Equity Principles and recommendations to amend the 1972 Equal Pay Act, and 

to settle the Bartlett pay equity claim. She expresses the fear that the Equal Pay Act 

1972 may not be allowed to stand and concludes: “while women are overrepresented 

in today’s less-well paid, casualised, precarious workforce, they will not attain full 

economic independence. And of course lower-paid men are also disadvantaged by 

labour market differentials, which are far too wide. My personal nightmare is of a ‘50 

per cent’ future, where women occupy half the jobs at all levels but nothing else has 

changed—race and class inequality and differentials generally are unaffected” (95).

Chapter Four, ‘The Importance of Radical Labour Market Policies’, suggests universal 

policies that could produce equal outcomes: increasing minimum wage provisions 

(and workers’ minimum rights and entitlements as set out in law), bringing 

minimums more in line with the ‘living wage’, currently set at $20.20 an hour in 

New Zealand, and a universal basic income to recognise and value unpaid work.  

These are all excellent suggestions but I wanted to know more. What are Hyman’s 

recommendations on how the minimum wage should be set, what should it be, how 

could it be related to the ‘living wage’? Propositions for Universal Basic Income (UBI) 

are numerous and complex, and require some fulsome explanation of how it could 

operate in New Zealand, and why it would be dangerous to replace other targeted 

welfare with a UBI. However, I am aware of how much this text was reduced from 

its original draft to make it a “short book on a big subject”, so I am content to await 

the next book.

The concluding chapter, ‘Towards a Compassionate Economy’, reviews New Zealand’s 

ranking in the world in terms of gender inequality and the many ways that can be 

measured; what we need, she argues, are new indicators that measure community 

well-being. If we are to bring about a “truly compassionate society”, Hyman writes, 

“[i]t means rejecting the orthodox prescriptions that brought us the recent and 

ongoing global economic, financial and environmental crises. It means questioning 

received wisdoms—such as the need for ever more growth. It means moving to 

greater cooperation and less competition. It would be based on the recognition of our 

real interdependence, not on… individualism” (129). 

After this book went to press, the Kristine Bartlett vs Terranova case was settled, and 

in July 2017 age-care workers received a pay rise to between $19 and $23.50 an hour, 

which will rise to between $21.50 and $27 an hour in July 2021. This will make a huge 

difference to the lives of those 55,000 workers. Hyman was prescient in her fears: the 

National government introduced the Employment (Pay Equity and Equal Pay) Bill, 

intended to replace the 1972 Equal Pay Act, which trade unionists and Labour, Green 

and New Zealand First parties opposed because it would make it more difficult for 

women to achieve pay equity. The new government has just scrapped that Bill, and 

Minister for Women Julie Anne Genter has committed to working on new legislation 

that adheres to the principles agreed by the Joint Working Group on Pay Equity. And 

so to answer the question Prue Hyman’s title asks, no, my hopes are not dashed, and 

we may yet see some feminist change enacted in parliament. How radical that change 

is, as always, is up to us. 

Cybèle Locke is a labour historian who teaches in the History Programme at Victoria 

University of Wellington. She is currently Chair of the Labour History Project Committee.
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