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Editorial

In this special-themed Bulletin, we traverse the labour 
history of that crucial decade, the 1980s. The articles here 
come from the Labour History Project symposium held in 
February 2021, entitled “From Kinleith to the dole queue: 
workers’ struggles of the 1980s.” 

The 1980s saw tectonic shifts in the world of work, 
capitalism, and union organising. A continuing recession, 
obtrusive anti-union legislation under Robert Muldoon’s 
National Government and rapid neoliberal reforms under 
the Fourth Labour Government undermined the strength 
of unions. And yet, women, Māori and Pasifika workers 
gained leadership roles in their unions and committee 
structures to represent them; the first pay equity campaigns 
were launched, and unemployed workers organised. 

As the decade began, all eyes were on New Zealand Forests 
Products’ paper mill at Kinleith, where a prolonged dispute 
over pay became a flash point in the union movement’s 
campaign against the Muldoon-led National Government. 
Forty years ago, the film Kinleith ’80 documented that 
dispute. It provides insights into creative organising by 
rank and file delegates, the involvement of women, both as 
unionists and supporters, and the importance of nationwide 
solidarity. 

The symposium used the major strike at Kinleith in 1980 as 
a starting point for exploring the challenges that came next. 
Following the launch and screening of the digitally restored 
version of Kinleith ’80, we explored the struggles and the 
legacies of the 1980s and what they mean for us today 
in a time of change. What did the Kinleith dispute mean 
for the trajectory of the labour movement into the 1980s? 
What came next? And what does it mean for us today? 
With unemployment on the rise in a global pandemic and 
economic orthodoxies under renewed pressure, we looked 
to the labour history of the 1980s to examine a story still 
unfolding in the present. We asked: Does history provide 
the answers for how to address our current crises? Or can it 
serve as a trap in imagining new possibilities?
The articles in this Bulletin traverse the complex and 
contradictory dynamics of the 1980s, from the breakdowan 
of the post-war social democratic order to the showdown 
at Kinleith, to the politics of the Federation of Labour; it 
explores the fight for dignity of the unemployed and  the 
songs of the feminist labour movement. We also hear from 
current labour activists about the lessons of the 1980s, but 
also the unique struggles of the current moment. Not all 
the Symposium talks are reproduced here. Toby Boraman’s 

“Workers’ resistance to destructuring in the 1980s” will be 
in the August Bulletin. Much of Cybèle Locke’s talk can 
be found in: ‘Building solidarity at the flax-roots: standing 
committees for women, Maori and Pacific Island members 
inside the Wellington Hotel and Hospital Workers’ Union, 
1979–1989’, Labour & Industry 25, 3, 2015, pp.170-184. 

Covid-19 and the economic challenges in its wake have 
inspired a renewed interest in past crises, and in particular 
how we have weathered them. How have crises in the past 
changed the trajectory of history? In his 1986 work, Politics 
in Hard Times, Peter Gourevitch wrote that during periods 
of economic crises, “Patterns unravel, economic models 
come into conflict, and policy prescriptions diverge… 
Prosperity blurs a truth that hard times make clearer: the 
choice made among conflicting policy proposals emerges 
out of politics. The victorious interpretation will be the one 
whose adherents have the power to translate their opinion 
into the forces of law.” 1

This edition – and the work of the LHP in general – hopes to 
contribute to our shared understanding of the past, and in so 
doing, build power for the labour movement in the present. 

If you would like to contribute to a future issue of the LHP 
Bulletin, please contact the editor Paul Maunder:  
wkcultur@gmail.com

In solidarity,
Ross Webb and Cybèle Locke 
Guest Editors

1 Peter Gourevitch, Politics in Hard Times: Comparative Responses  
 to International Economic Crises (New York: Cornell University  
 Press, 1986), 17.

FROM THE SHOP FLOOR
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Chair Report

I am writing to seek your help. We find ourselves in the 
contradictory position of having the largest number of 
LHP members ever and yet, the smallest LHP Committee 
in living memory. We have decided to call a state of 
emergency because there are simply not enough of us left 
on the Committee to do the work that sustains the LHP 
organisation. This is why it can take weeks to get a reply to 
your email query and why you will not see this April Bulletin 
till the end of May, at the very earliest. 

What does the Committee do? We meet every six weeks in 
person in Wellington, but with zoom, Paul Maunder joins us 
from Blackball (you do not have to live in Wellington to join 
our Committee!). The lion share of our work is producing 
the journal – the LHP Bulletin – which comes out three 
times a year: sourcing and contributing content (news, 
research updates, articles, reviews, reflections, images and 
so forth), editing and copyediting, distributing via email 
and mailing a small number of print copies to institutional 
members. Administrative work is a constant, minutes of 
meetings, regular financial reports, updating membership 
lists, checking and responding to LHP email, maintaining 
the website, and posting labour history content to social 
media. We have a Subcommittee that reviews all the labour 
history work produced in the previous calendar year and 
chooses the winner of the Bert Roth Award in NZ labour 
history. Then there is the organisation of speakers for the 
Annual General Meeting in July and the biennial Rona 
Bailey lecture, usually in November, and special-theme 
events such as the Symposium in February, to which this 
issue is dedicated. 

Would you consider joining the LHP Committee and 
helping us keep this amazing organisation alive?
As always, I want to acknowledge the incredible labour of 
the current LHP Committee – a brilliant collaborative effort 
pulled off the Symposium on workers’ struggles in the 1980s, 
and then this issue, which represents the Symposium talks. 

If you would like to get involved in the LHP Committee, 
please get in touch with Cybèle Locke:  
cybele.locke@vuw.ac.nz

I roto i te kotahitanga

In solidarity,
Cybèle Locke
LHP Chair

FROM THE SHOP FLOOR



6  /  LHP BULLETIN APRIL 2021

Research update and News

FROM THE SHOP FLOOR

Back copies of the Trade Union/Labour 
History Project Bulletins and newsletter

The LHP committee has been digitising and uploading 
back copies of the LHP newsletters to the website. 

However, there are still some that are missing: These are 
numbers 21-25 inclusive (1997-2000) and number 36 
(2004). They are not held in any library to our knowledge.

Anyone with any of these copies: please contact the 
Treasurer, Russell Campbell:  
malatestacampbell@gmail.com
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FROM THE SHOP FLOOR

Kinleith ‘80 Launch and Purchase

The 38-minute documentary Kinleith ’80, filmed by 
Gerd Pohlmann, Rod Prosser and Russell Campbell, was 
sponsored by the Federation of Labour and released in 
1981. In 2020 it was digitally restored by Ngā Taonga 
Sound and Vision, with the support of Vanguard Films 
and E tū union. The restored version was premiered at the 
Labour History Project Symposium on 20 February. A 
DVD has been produced. To order:

1) Deposit $20 (incl p & p) to Vanguard Films Kiwibank 
account 38-9004-0248098-00
2) Email malatestacampbell@gmail.com with your address 
for delivery.
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FEATURE ARTICLE

The 1980 Kinleith Strike – “Greatest Worker Victory”
Russell Campbell

A starting point is arbitrary. You can go back to 1974, when 
Bill Andersen was jailed for picketing; or 1971, when the 
Seamen’s Union was deregistered; or 1968, when a nil 
wage order provoked the universal fury of workers. But the 
era in which a major strike occurred at the Kinleith pulp 
and paper mill in Tokoroa might perhaps best be thought 
of as starting late in 1975, when Rob Muldoon and the 
National Party rode to power with the help of a viciously 
anti-union cartoon featuring dancing Cossacks. Muldoon’s 
redbaiting, coupled with his government’s alliance with 
business interests and legislation to limit pay increases, was 
the irritant which turned the period of the late 70s and early 
80s into one in which class conflicts in Aotearoa were more 
sharply defined than at any time since 1951.

As the economy recoiled from oil shocks, unemployment 
began a steep upward climb and inflation eroded workers’ 
purchasing power, reaching 17 percent by 1980. In 
response, a wave of militancy surged through the country’s 
industrial sites. In freezing works, at railway workshops, 
on the waterfront, in car assembly plants, workers were 
flexing their muscles. In 1977, rank-and-file timberworkers 
brought their industry to a standstill. The following year, 
workers at the Tasman pulp and paper plant in Kawerau 
conducted a successful six-week strike. The locked-out 
Mangere Bridge construction workers held out for an 
extraordinary 2 ½ years. In the hope of stemming the tide, 
Muldoon’s Remuneration Act of 1979 gave the government 
power to cut back on negotiated wage agreements, which 
it promptly did when the Drivers’ Federation won an 11 
percent increase. In protest, the Federation of Labour under 
the new leadership of Jim Knox called a nationwide one-day 
general strike on 20 September. Three hundred thousand 
participated, and the drivers’ case went to arbitration.

New Zealand Forest Products was the largest company 
in the country, and highly profitable. Its mill at Kinleith 
processed logs from the vast pine plantations of the 
surrounding region. The workforce of three thousand plus 
was organised in two large union groups, the Timberworkers 
and the Pulp & Paper Workers, and smaller numbers in the 
many maintenance and service unions, including Engineers, 
Carpenters, Painters, Plumbers, Boilermakers, and a 
number of others. Union activity at the site was coordinated 
by a Combined Site Delegates Committee, comprising 
rank-and-file workers, not paid officials – a progressive 
feature of the union structure.     

When the Kinleith workers came to formulate their claim for 

the 1979-80 wage round, they calculated that a 21 percent 
increase would be required to maintain their traditional 
parity with the Tasman workers at Kawerau. The unions were 
convinced that the claim was honest and logical, and in early 
negotiations with management would not be budged from it. 
They also insisted that the increase apply across the board 
to all employees at the plant. The company, in response, 
miscalculated, gambling on their belief that the assessors 
were bluffing and did not have the support of the workforce. 
In mid-December, negotiations broke down.   

At a mass meeting, workers voted to take direct action 
in support of their claim. Rather than walking out, they 
remained at work and deployed guerilla-style tactics – rolling 
stoppages, blacking machinery, work-to-rule, overtime bans 
– all coordinated by the Site Delegates Committee. 

A crucial decision was to request the timberworkers not to 
take part in the action and to remain working as normal. 
There was doubt as to whether the large membership of 
that union, with generally lower pay and under conservative 
leadership, could sustain support for a strike. Moreover, 
the move would keep money flowing into the community, 
whatever eventuated from the industrial action. The 
timberworkers, though keen to be part of the struggle, 
accepted the logic.  

There was a blow to solidarity when the Pulp & Paper 
Workers accepted the company’s offer of an 18 percent 
rise and settled separately. But the other workers remained 
united, and “played silly buggers a little bit harder” until it 
was virtually impossible for the company to operate.1  On 7 
January 1980 production was brought to a halt and Forest 
Products was  forced into a situation of deeming the service 
and maintenance workers to be on strike.

The following day the actions taken at the initiative of the 
Site Delegates Committee were endorsed at a mass meeting, 
and a full-scale strike commenced. Since there was little 
for the timberworkers to do they were suspended by the 
company, enabling them to receive a benefit under the 
legislation then in force. The striking workforce dug in for 
what could be a lengthy battle. It was the belief of Graham 
Holmes, chair of the site committee, that the company didn’t 
know what they were taking on: “They thought that we might 
go out for a couple of weeks but they just didn’t understand 
the resolve and the determination of the members and they 
just didn’t realise what was going to hit them.” 2
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Welfare was a high priority. A welfare depot was established 
at a local hall, and though there was an initial reluctance to 
accept handouts, it soon developed into a lively community 
drop-in centre. Trips were made to secure donated 
provisions – pumpkin, potatoes, corn and cabbages, 
apples from Havelock North, sharks and mussels from 
Whakatane, fish from Mount Maunganui. Arrangements 
were negotiated with supermarkets for vouchers issued by 
the unions to be accepted. Social events featuring cultural 
performances by groups within Tokoroa’s ethnically diverse 
community were organised.

With the workforce being heavily male-dominated, a 
key factor was getting women involved. In the 1977 
timberworkers’ strike efforts to reach out to the workers’ 
wives had not gone far enough – in Tokoroa some were not 
informed of the issues and just wanted to get the men back 
to work. As one explained, “we didn’t support the strike 
in any way, we wanted nothing to do with it.”3  This time 
it was different. Women were encouraged to attend union 
meetings and take part in discussion. “I think the biggest 
thing that happened in this strike is that it made the women 
more aware of the trade union movement as a whole,” Meri 
Flavell, one of those who took part, contended. “The women 
have become more aware, they’ve become more confident 
they can speak to their husbands on equal terms, which a lot 
of people have to admit they’ve never been able to before.”4  

Interviewed after the strike had lasted eight weeks, Flavell 
said: “I’ve talked to a hell of a lot of the women, and they’re 
not going to let their husbands go back to work, not after this 
long period. There’ll be a hell of a lot of divorces if they do.” 5

As the strike went on, stresses built up. The clerical workers 
were wavering. The electricians at one stage wanted to 
pull out. The mayor of Tokoroa, and many in the business 
community were hostile. The company bypassed the unions 
and used divisive tactics, making appeals directly to the 
strikers and their families. The delegates had to work hard 
laying out the issues to their union members and maintaining 
their support. “And so people were saying, why, why not 
settle for the Pulp & Paper deal, it’s only 3% less than what 
you want. Why not buy that?” Holmes explained. “And we 
weren’t going to buy it, because it was not correct, it was 
below what would be happening at Tasman, as we predicted, 
and we weren’t prepared to go any lower than Tasman.”6   

There was negative coverage in the capitalist press. 
Headlines shrieked: “Tokoroa’s angry mayor hits at strike: 
‘It’s tearing us apart’”, “Ugly Mood Grips Timber Town”, 

“We’ve had a Gutsful of This Dispute Say Dissident 
Strikers”. The company took out newspaper ads and 
circulated leaflets, dangling its offers and misrepresenting 
the facts. The site committee responded with cyclostyled 
information sheets distributed door to door by workers and 
their families. 

Some union officials were also putting pressure on the 
delegates, urging them to settle. “They were frightened of a 
long stoppage, they said it was a wrong tactic,” as one site 
committee member explained. And another commented: 
“I found it was a situation where officials who were trying 
to put you off certain types of action were always referring 
to the history of strikes in New Zealand, and this is what 
happened in the Waihi strike, and this is what happened at 
the 1951 wharfies situation, and you know I think it was a 
tactic of certain officials to try and convince us that it just 
couldn’t be done, but it was obvious to the delegates and 
the way we manoeuvred it right from the start I think we 
had the right approach, and it was a tactical strike all the 
way through.”7 

The dispute took a new turn on 29 January when the 
Timberworkers Union executive asked the Federation of 
Labour to intervene. It was a ploy, the delegates believed, 
“effectively to try and take the whole proceedings out of the 
combined committee’s hands and into the FOL’s hands. 
But they totally misread the new leadership of the FOL. 
And so it fell flat.”8 

FOL president Jim Knox consulted with the site committee 
and the prominent union officials involved, particularly 
lead negotiator Jim Butterworth, and addressed mass 
meetings in Tokoroa. “He’d say, if you go down in a pool of 
blood … I’ll be right there beside you.”9  Negotiations with 
Forest Products resumed, and eventually on 22 February a 
settlement was reached, with the company agreeing to the 
21 percent increase demanded.

At this point, however, the Government stepped in. It issued 
regulations under the Remuneration Act cutting the rise 
back to the 18 percent which had been agreed to by the 
Pulp & Paper Workers. “It’s a pretty generous wage offer 
that a lot of New Zealanders would have liked to have been 
in receipt of this year,” said Minister of Labour Jim Bolger. 
But at a mass meeting on 26 February, it was roundly 
rejected. And the strike continued. 

Muldoon retaliated. On 17 March he issued publicly a list 

FEATURE ARTICLE
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of members of the Socialist Unity Party influential in trade 
unions, including those involved at Kinleith. The move 
failed to dent the resolve of the strikers and their supporters. 
“That word communism.” said Graham Wright, of the site 
committee, 

“that would probably have been one of the factors that 
Muldoon really went flat on, wasn’t it, because wherever we 
went, and at that time he was saying, oh the SUP’s doing 
this, and the SUP’s doing that, and Bill Andersen this, and 
Bill Andersen that, and do you know it was never raised, 
was it. None of the meetings that I went to, anyway, did 
anybody ever speak about, what about the SUP. It just went 
completely flat.”10   

It was the time for nationwide solidarity. “Roadrunners”, 
rank-and-file strikers’ delegates, fanned out across the 
country, garnering massive support at stopwork meetings of 
meatworkers, aircraft engineers, dairy workers, bus drivers, 
seafarers, railway tradesmen, and a host of others. “I had 
fourteen meetings in two days,” recalled Paul Packwood.11 
Anger at Muldoon’s intervention, and fear of what he might 
do to their own wage settlements, fuelled an outburst of 
sympathy and support for the Kinleith workers spearheading 
the working-class rebellion. The meetings were coordinated 
by the FOL, which urged all workers to contribute an hour’s 
pay each week to the strike fund.  

“A lot of people used to say we can never give in because of 
the amount of support we’ve had,” recounted Rod Meharry, 
one of the roadrunners, “and all those people are counting 
on us winning.… For the first time in New Zealand’s 
history, the whole workforce, from Kaitaia down to the 
Bluff, was organised, and being organised, by the FOL, 
and its affiliates, and the Trades Councils.… And when 
Muldoon saw that the whole country was starting to move 
behind the FOL, he was knackered, wasn’t he. There was 
nothing he could do.”12

The Government capitulated, agreeing to lift the 
regulations, allowing the 21 percent wage rise to proceed. 
Tripartite talks were to follow, leading to the repeal of 
the Remuneration Act. Workers had to accept that in the 
following year the wage rise in the whole of the industry 
would be tied to the metal trades award. At a mass meeting 
on 27 March, twelve weeks after the start of the strike, 
workers voted to accept the offer. The following day they 
returned to work.

“Greatest Worker Victory, Says Knox”, ran the headline 
in the South Waikato News. “Kinleith workers, in forcing 
the Government to lift its wage regulations, had won the 
greatest victory he had ever seen, Federation of Labour 
president, Mr Jim Knox said today.”13 Forty years later, it 
is hard to pinpoint a more resounding achievement of the 
labour movement in this country. In retrospect, it is possible 
to discern the conditions which were favourable to the strike 
action and the factors which led to its success. 

The Government was widely unpopular amongst workers, 
and there was a nationwide mood of militancy, as evidenced 
by the general strike. The Remuneration Act had been 
deployed punitively and inconsistently and there was strong 
opposition to it, which the Kinleith strike could be seen as 
leading. Under the legislation then prevailing, there was a 
highly unionised workforce throughout the country which 
could come in in solidarity. The action did not result in 
widespread suspension in other industries, and did not 
unduly inconvenience the general public (as compared, 
for example, with strikes on the interisland ferries). The 
workers were located in a single community, enabling 
strong neighbourhood support. The company was enjoying 
good profits, and was well able to pay the wage increase 
sought. Finally, and perhaps decisively, the FOL under 
militant leadership gave its support to a struggle led by 
rank-and-file workers.  

Later in the 1980s, with National’s wage and price freeze 
and the Labour Government’s neoliberal agenda, things 
would change. But that is another story.    

Dr Russell Campbell is Adjunct Professor of Film at Victoria 
University of Wellington. As a documentary filmmaker with 
Vanguard Films his work (as co-director or director) includes 
Wildcat: The struggle for democracy in the NZ Timberworkers 
Union (1981), A Century of Struggle: a history of the New 
Zealand Seamen’s Union (1981), Kinleith ’80 (1982), Islands 
of the Empire: New Zealand’s military links with the United 
States (1985), Rebels in Retrospect (1991) and Sedition: the 
suppression of dissent in WWII New Zealand (2005).

1 Graham Holmes, chair of the Site Delegates Committee, in  
 interview for the documentary Kinleith ’80 (Gerd Pohlmann,  
 Rod Prosser, Russell Campbell, 1981).
2 Holmes, in interview for Kinleith ’80.
3 Cherril McLean, in interview for Kinleith ’80.
4 Meri Flavell, in interview for Kinleith ’80.

FEATURE ARTICLE
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5 Flavell, in interview for Kinleith ’80.  
6 Holmes, in interview for Kinleith ’80.
7 Paul Packwood, Bill Butler, in interview for Kinleith ’80.
8 Packwood, in interview for Kinleith ’80.
9 Rod Meharry, site delegate, in interview for Kinleith ’80.
10 Graham Wright, in interview for  Kinleith ’80.
11 Packwood, in interview for Kinleith ’80.
12 Meharry, in interview for Kinleith ’80.
13 South Waikato News, 27 March 1980.

FEATURE ARTICLE
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FEATURE ARTICLE

The end of post-war New Zealand and the 1980s
Jim McAloon

Other speakers will discuss workers’ struggles of the 1980s 
in some detail and so my task is to put that decade in 
context. On one level it would be tempting to focus entirely 
on Muldoon, seen here in all his intimidating power. And 
Muldoon is a significant part of the story but far from the 
whole story.

I called my talk “the end of post-war New Zealand” 
because in many ways during the 1980s the foundations of 
the postwar consensus were shaken, perhaps fatally. Or at 
least that’s one way of looking at things. It is however very 
important not to regard the years before 1984 as some sort 
of lost utopia. 

The postwar consensus - if it’s useful to talk of one - was 
begun by the first Labour government from 1935 to 1949 
and, crucially, embedded by the first National government 
from 1949 to 1957. 

If, as many have suggested, it was a historic compromise 
between capital and labour, it was also, and I think even 
more importantly, shaped by gender and racial faultlines. 
It’s been called a wage-earner’s welfare state, and that 
meant a male wage-earner, a male breadwinner. The basic 
wage was cast in those terms, and equal pay was not even 
formally introduced in the private sector until 1977. The 
rapid increase in jobs for married women from the 1950s 
was, as Melanie Nolan has shown, structured around part-
time work. Reproductive work was in theory as well as in 
practice the province of women.

Much is said about the 1938 Social Security Act. It 
extended coverage for sickness, unemployment, and old age, 
but sickness and unemployment benefits were less universal 
than the language suggested - you had to be receiving an 
income to qualify for a sickness or unemployment benefit -  
and the full age benefit was means tested.  If it was a wage-
earner’s welfare state, it was also a welfare state directed 
to the heterosexual nuclear family. If the 1946 Family 
Benefit of ten shillings per child per week was paid to the 
mother - independent income - then that independence was 
signed away from the late 1950s when it became possible 
to anticipate the family benefit for a house deposit. There 
was of course no support for divorced parents. Recent 
revelations about abuse of vulnerable children in state and 
religious institutions must severely question cosy ideas 
about New Zealand being a good place for children. It was 
a good place for children in a nuclear family with stable 
employment, and even then not always, given the hidden 
nature of domestic violence.

 The postwar years are recalled as years of full employment, 
but, to repeat, it was full employment qualified by gender 
and ethnicity. While there were plenty of jobs – indeed, 
from 1947 until 1974 government-assisted immigrants 
from Britain alone totalled 77,000 – immigration was 
discriminatory: British and Irish enjoyed open access until 
1974; other Europeans were sometimes admitted, but 
non-Europeans were to a large extent not welcome. The 
exception, of course, was Pasifika migration, especially 
following from the treaty of friendship with Samoa in 1962. 

Employment relations were highly regulated, as most of you 

Prime Minister Robert Muldoon during a visit to the US in 1977, 
photographer unknown.
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will know. In 1936 the Labour government legislated for 
compulsory union membership in all occupations under the 
jurisdiction of the Arbitration Court. The pros and cons of 
this were debated by unionists and workers at the time and 
afterwards. Reinforced by the tightly managed economy 
of the Second World War, the Arbitration Court’s reach 
over wage fixing expanded. In 1940 it began the practice 
of issuing General Wage Orders, universal increases that 
applied to all workers under its jurisdiction.

And perhaps that’s a good point to begin the slow end 
of the postwar settlement - the Nil Wage Order of 1968. 
Brian Easton says that New Zealand’s long postwar boom 
ended on 14 December 1966. That was when the wool sales 
opened, and the prices were disastrous. New Zealand’s 
economy was still largely built around exporting wool, meat 
and dairy. The British market was declining but was still 
major; plenty of people appreciated the need to diversify 
both what we exported and to where. Keith Holyoake’s 
National government responded to the recession of 1967 by 
cutting public spending and trying to push a more export-
oriented economy. For them, that meant reducing ordinary 
people’s spending power so that demand at home wouldn’t 
take up goods that could be exported, and it meant 
devaluing the currency to privilege exporters. Many of you 
will know that the Arbitration Court in 1968 was persuaded 
by government to bring down a zero wage increase. The 
result was massive protest by unions and workers, who 
correctly observed that they were being expected to take 
the cost of reshaping New Zealand’s economy. And then, 
after a fair bit of backroom manoeuvring, the employers’ 
representative on the court switched sides, agreed with the 
unions’ formidable Archie Grant to get the case reheard, 
and the court gave a 5 per cent order. Archie Grant, of 
course, had dissented in the first place.
The usual interpretation is that the success of that campaign 
emboldened the union movement and instilled in them 
a preference for direct action. There’s some truth in that. 
But, equally, governments of both stripes right through 
until 1984 sought to manage wage growth and it proved 
impossible to develop a wage fixing system which all parties 
could live with. 

But of course there’s more to it than that. Over the 20 
years from the end of the war, New Zealand’s economy had 
grown at a rate whereby the tensions could be smoothed 
over. If there was enough to allow growth in real wages, 
capital got an even greater share of the national income. 
And while the Walsh generation of union leadership had 

been prepared to rely on quiet deals with politicians, 
the later 1960s was a younger generation of unionists, 
and indeed of workers, who saw less reason to accept a 
back seat, especially given full employment. This was an 
international trend, but it’s worth mentioning that in New 
Zealand a number of prominent veterans of ’51 took up 
senior roles in the union movement - Bill Andersen, Jim 
Knox, Toby Hill - and they had long memories.

The global economy was changing by the end of the 1960s 
too. In simple terms, the overwhelming force of United 
States economic power underpinned a certain form of 
global capitalism from 1945 until the early 1970s. One 
dimension of that was an international monetary system in 
which most currencies were pegged to the American dollar, 
and in turn the United States guaranteed that any foreign 
government could swap its holdings of dollars for American 
gold at a fixed rate. All fine so long as there weren’t too 
many dollars outside America, but changing patterns of 
trade and investment meant by 1971 America would quickly 
run out of gold if everyone cashed up. So President Nixon 
unilaterally ended the guarantee. What we need to note is 
that global economic power was becoming multilateral, but 
Nixon kicked off big uncertainty and stress. 

Most of you will know that Britain joined the European 
Union in 1973. For New Zealand this was more 
psychological than real; the hard work of trade deals was 
being done and Britain was nowhere as important as it had 
been. The real bang in 1973 was the war between Egypt and 
Syria versus Israel, the Yom Kippur War, and the resulting 
massive increase in the price of oil. Western economies, 
based on cheap energy and compliant oil producers, 
crashed into recession and New Zealand went with them. 

On one level the next decade was an argument, as it had 
been in 1968, about where the costs of an economic 
transition would fall. Bill Rowling tried to keep workers’ 
spending power at a reasonable level but Muldoon bluntly 
intended to squeeze wages, cut public spending, and 
revitalise the power of capital. 

There was a lot else changing in the 1970s as well. You all 
know about the baby boom of the postwar years but it’s 
worth noting that it came to a screeching halt in 1961-
62, immediately the pill was introduced. This suggests 
that women were looking to change things anyway and to 
control their fertility, and the flow on went into work, into 
relationships, and into sexuality. Most people here will be 
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Labour Party, 1938 general election poster.
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familiar with the intense arguments of the 1970s about 
fertility control, especially over abortion rights.

The face of the working class changed. As well as becoming 
more female, it became more Māori and more Pasifika, 
again these dimensions are well known. It’s worth noting 
though that this didn’t just happen, it was about power and 
control. So there were explicit state policies to encourage 
Māori to move into towns, and explicit policies designed 
to assimilate them (remember the infamous ‘pepper-
potting’).  Capitalist expansion needed workers, and 
Māori and Pasifika people fitted the bill in certain sectors, 
especially as Pasifika workers, as immigrants, could be 
controlled more easily. This is also a dimension of New 
Zealand’s settler imperialism in the Pacific. But there are 
always unintended consequences, and the demands around 
land, culture, language, employment, education, and much 
more by Māori and Pasifika peoples shaped the 1970s and 
dealt a fatal blow to the monocultural assumptions of the 
increasingly stretched postwar settlement.

I don’t want to go off on a tangent but to conclude I’d echo 
one of the most perceptive analyses of the 1981 Springbok 
tour protest movement – by Geoff Fougere – who makes 
the point that the protest was about Aotearoa, in all these 
dimensions, as much as about the iniquities of apartheid.
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‘Voices from the 1980s Unemployed Movement’ 
Cybèle Locke in conversation with Jane Stevens and Sue Bradford 

FEATURE ARTICLE

Cybèle Locke: Let’s start with you Jane. Can you tell 
us a bit about yourself and how you got involved in the 
unemployed workers’ movement?

Jane Stevens:  
Kia ora e te whānau. 
Ko Aoraki te Mauka
Ko Waitaki te Awa
Ko Takitimu te Waka
Ko Tahu Potiki te takata
Ko Ruahikihiki te hapu
Ko Kai Tahu te iwi 
Ko Otakou taku marae
Ko Jane Stevens taku ingoa

This morning has been an amazingly rich discussion. Thank 
you to Jim McAloon for your discussion of ‘pepper-potting’ 
because I’ve never heard anyone talk about that before. I 
realised in later life that it’s exactly what happened to our 
whānau. I grew up in Dunedin. Our whānau were pepper 
potted into the Andersons Bay community. We were a 
whānau that lived between two worlds. Back in those days, 
if you were Māori but you didn’t look Māori, you didn’t talk 
about it. But we were still treated as Māori by Pākehā. Being 
pepper potted into that community was pretty horrendous. 
I was the one girl with 5 brothers, so I had to marshal the 

troops. My mother was ill; she was epileptic, so I acted as 
mum to my brothers from a young age. The two youngest 
of those brothers were also disabled. My mum had a heart 
attack …giving birth to triplets. 
It was a pretty hard place to be growing up. But a place still 
full of love. And I come from a very strong working-class 
and a union background. My dad was at one point vice-
president of Dunedin trammies [Tramway Workers Union]. 
And I remember the strikes that were going on when I was 
a kid; people bringing kai around and all that. But one 
thing that sticks in my mind was the shame on my Dad’s 
face when he had to accept money from strangers just to 
put food on the table. 

I was – I guess people might say – a little wayward as a 
teenager. I was part of that slightly later movement of young 
Māori that went to cities. I ended up in Wellington and in 
the gang scene there. And we were part of a gang women’s 
work cooperative Te Aroha Trust in the Wellington gang 
scene. That was revolutionary for me, and a big part of 
how I ended up in the unemployed workers’ movement. It 
was the first time we really had a voice. The world and the 
mainstream, for me, was a very a dangerous place while the 
gang movement – and many find this hard to understand 
– was a whānau, a place to actually belong even with all its 
dangers. It was also the start of my politics. You, know, Bob 
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Marley. And around the end of 1980, in Aroha Trust we 
were working as a very strong collective and we started to 
work with the unions, especially the guys working on the 
dustcarts and with the Labourers’ Union. Our first action 
was around the TEP [Temporary Employment Schemes] 
schemes being cut, putting about 15,000 people out of 
work just – bang. We organised a picket at the FOL office, 
when [then Minister of Labour] Jim Bolger was there to see 
[President of the Federation of Labour] Jim Knox. I have 
this lovely memory of all the Black Power members running 
down Luke’s Lane chasing the Parliamentary car and Jim 
Bolger looking as white as a sheet. 

I just want to acknowledge Therese O’Connell’s leadership 
and the inspiration she gave me as a young woman. 
Looking at the film Kinleith ‘80 today and hearing some of 
the kōrero this morning, you know the fact that as young 
women we were able to take these leadership roles with 
new movements was pretty awesome. I don’t think we took 
account of that at the time. 

I didn’t really look at it as a choice. It’s just who I am. It 
was about social justice and making sure that we did have 
a voice. And we were sick of being mucked around. In 
Wellington in those days, we had that support around to 
start to actually organise. It was amazing. 

Sue Bradford: Kia ora Jane and kia ora koutou. I want to 
acknowledge you Jane and Therese O’Connell and everyone 
else here who was part of our movement in those early days. 
Thank you for including the unemployed workers’ struggle 
in the union history session today and that we are part of 
it – because we were. 

I grew up in Auckland in a different world from Jane’s. 
I came from a white, educated family; my father was a 
scientist at Auckland University. I became very political as 
a teenager and joined the Progressive Youth Movement in 
the late-1960s at a time when it was like the Communist 
Party youth branch and got involved in the movement 
against the Vietnam War.  I went to university and ended 
up as a journalist in Wellington in the mid-1970s. But then 
I left my job and ended up as a solo mum on the DPB 
[Domestic Purposes Benefit] with twin babies. And that, in 
some ways I suppose, is one of the reasons I ended up in 
this movement, because of how badly people were treated 
back then. What’s happening now is bad, and in many ways 
worse, but the institutional treatment within some hospitals 
and DSW… you were treated so badly as a solo mum back 

then. As my babies grew up, I tried to get back into the 
workforce but even as an educated Pākehā woman, there 
was no way to get back into work. I started to feel that 
anger – the raw anger of unemployment. I’ve got all these 
skills, I’m well educated, all the rest of it, but because I had 
two babies, there was no way in. And then we hit 1981 [the 
anti-Springbok tour movement]. A lot of you were there. 
My political energies were totally revitalised. I was in the 
frontlines, arrested many times…. and Bill and I and the 
kids ended up unemployed as a family which is a whole 
other experience. 

In early 1983, with a small group of people on our back 
lawn, we had a serious strategic discussion about where 
to put our political energies during this time. Looking at 
the situation, with unemployment rising sharply, there 
was no unemployed fight back group in Auckland at that 
time. There were many who had become involved in very 
strong anti-racist and Treaty work after the Springbok Tour, 
but they had driven people like us out because we were 
communists. It was McCarthyist, really. However we were 
very clear about the colonised nature of the country and 
what’s happening for Māori – that Māori were actually the 
worst off, alongside our Pasifika brothers and sisters. And 
unemployment is an issue which affects us all, along all 
these lines – Paskifika, Māori, Pākehā, men, women – so 
we asked, where is the real edge of struggle? That small 
group called a public meeting which went on to set up the 
Auckland Unemployed Workers’ Rights Centre. 

CL: The next question I have is about key 
achievements, but I wonder if before unpacking 
those, I would ask you Jane about the formation of the 
Wellington Unemployed Workers’ Union?

JS: The start of the Wellington Unemployed Workers’ Union 
was really that picket. And from there we set up an actual 
committee and worked with the union people that we knew. 
I was so lucky, having people like Therese O’Connell and 
Wendy Davis there to keep me sane. Because it wasn’t easy. 
What kept me strong, too, was being used to living in a male 
world. I wasn’t going to take any crap. But it was still really 
hard because you go to things, the media would come, and 
they’d automatically go to the man. That was incredibly 
frustrating. We were still dealing with the very hierarchical, 
old school way of doing things from the union movement. 
We’ll talk more about that later, but it created a dynamic. 
We were trying to do something different: something that 
was non-hierarchical, that was by the people for the people, 
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and I think what was really exciting about it was that we 
were creating a voice for ourselves and we were actually 
taking action for ourselves, rather than other people doing it 
for us. And there was the good, the bad, and the ugly with 
all of that was all there. But I think that’s why it worked. 

I became the co-ordinator for the Wellington Unemployed 
Workers’ Union. The work was huge: the development of 
that organisation, the development of the Hutt City and 
Porirua branches. That was the beginning of a branching 
out to work with other communities around the country.  

SB: Well, that’s really how the Auckland Unemployed 
Workers’ Rights Centre started. We looked to Jane in 
Wellington, and others around the country and realised we 
didn’t have something similar in Auckland. At the first public 
meeting, over a hundred people came. It was the Methodist 
church that offered the space to meet for free, because we 
had nothing. We were amazed at how many people turned 
up; it’s hard to remember now how massive unemployment 
was in those days as an issue. People cared about it. People 
were ropable. People from all walks of life wondered, how 
could this be? How had this country come to this state? Then 
there was the anger at Muldoon, the residue of the militancy 
after the 1981 Springbok Tour was still with us, and then 
unemployment was hitting. The anger was palpable. So, 
we had our rip-roaring first public meeting. We were 
halfway through it when a representative from the Trades 
Council, Pat Shepherd, stood up and read a statement 
from the Council saying that tonight it had established an 
Unemployed Workers’ Union to be the representative of 
unemployed workers in the Auckland region. 

Of course, we didn’t stop because of that. But we were in 
a difficult position because every unemployed person and 
beneficiary that knew about the situation was going to ask, 
why are there two groups? This was our first experience 
of working with the unions. They wanted control over the 
organising of unemployed workers in the city – and the 
rest of the country for that matter – and they did not like 
us upstarts. So that’s where the difficulties with the union 
movement started. That was the beginning of a difficult 
relationship which played out in various ways over the next 
sixteen years. I would just say though, that there were always 
some unions and unionists with whom we worked closely.

JS: I was at that meeting and it was the first I’d experienced 
of the brazenness of that kind of behaviour. And as Sue says, 
it continued on unfortunately. In Wellington, there was the 

foundation of a relationship with trade unions and there was 
some really good people within the trade unions themselves. 
But as a movement, and particularly with people like Bill 
Andersen’s influence, that was impacted hugely by the 
factionalism that was going on. And for me, one of the 
most hurtful occasions – there were a few so I won’t go into 
them all – was when Andersen and Ken Douglas went to 
the Lange Labour Government in ’84 and said Te Roopu 
Rawakore can’t represent the unemployed; they’re just a 
group of stirrers and commies. We want to pick someone to 
go to this economic summit from our group. That was when 
Pat Shepherd was invited, by Lange I presume. That was an 
example of the undermining of who we were and what we 
were doing and their (the union movement’s) inability to 
support a grassroots and flaxroots movement. 

We needed as much support as we could get. And it was 
pretty tough when the very people who you looked to 
and who you feel you are a part of are the people that are 
stabbing you in the back. When I think about regrets, I often 
wonder: why did we spend so much time bloody fighting 
each other, wasting so much energy on that shit? Combined 
with that, we were a group of workers, where Māori and 
women were coming to the fore. And it’s lovely to see Kinleith 
‘80 because, to me, the richness of that was the women and 
the manaaki, the whānau, the coming together. It couldn’t 
have happened otherwise, if it was just the staid old Jim 
Knox’s banging the gavel on the table. People wouldn’t have 
come around like they did; there wouldn’t have been the 
movement that you had there. And I’m not sure everyone got 
that in the upper echelons of the trade union movement. 
And then what came next? Unemployment started to 
become a real issue. We still considered ourselves workers. 
But that was the issue. We were increasingly considered a 
threat to the people who still had jobs. And for the trade 
union movement, they didn’t know how to deal with us. 
And I’m not saying that there weren’t people in the union 
movement that weren’t amazing. This is mostly broad 
brush. But we were kind of a problem. The Socialist 
Unity Party (SUP) responded to that in a particular way, 
by developing their own institution and by undermining 
us, and spent a lot of energy doing so. To our credit, we 
survived it; but with lots of grey hairs.

CL: Te Roopu Rawakore was a very vibrant 
movement. Can you tell us a bit more about it?

JS: I was there from the beginning to the middle; Sue 
was there from the middle to the end. I think it was an 
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amazingly vibrant movement, and for all the reasons 
we’ve talked about. There was a lot of manaakitanga and 
whānaungatanga; we tried to be non-hierarchical; we tried 
to be open to change. We were dealing with people with 
all sorts of backgrounds. So, it was never going to work 
unless relationships were high on the agenda of building a 
movement, of building sustainable relationships that could 
survive difference of opinion. 

There were a lot of groups started around the country 
and they asked us, as an established group, to help them 
set up. And so, the strategic thinkers among the group 
thought we needed a more coordinated voice at a regional 
and national level. And in 1983, we all met up in Ruapehu 
to set up the National Unemployed Workers’ Movement, 
Te Roopu Rawakore o Aotearoa. Although that’s not 
what it was called at that point. But of course, we had the 
Auckland Unemployed Union arriving with their edicts 
of what we could and couldn’t do. They decided it should 
be a regional based organisation. And so again, that 
vibrancy was tested when trying to deal with this external 
undermining all the time. 

We also had a sense of humour; we were creative; we had 
street theatre. In Wellington, we had the Media Collective. 
So, there was a whole lot of creativity going on. But also, a 
whole lot of serious advocacy work, strategy development 
work, structure development work. A lot of the base of 
that was how we changed the way we work so that Māori 
and women had an integral place. I’m not saying it was 
perfect. It certainly wasn’t. But it was a whole journey in 
its own right that we were working through. But one of the 
things that I still think about is the generosity of the people, 
particularly the people from Mangataipa; Huhana Oneroa, 
in particular. The generosity of the people to actually 
work alongside and develop something that had some 
cohesiveness and unity. And I think that was something, in 
all of its forms, it was a real treasure. 

SB: The Auckland Unemployed Workers’ Rights Centre 
also wanted to be part of setting up a national movement. 
One of the things about that era, which a lot of you old 
enough to remember will recall, is that at our peak we 
had about thirty-one unemployed and beneficiary groups 
around the country, a plethora of organisations on the 
ground compared to now. Our groups were all very different 
from each other. Some were very militant, advocating for 
demonstrations and occupations, and were really on the 
front lines of action, whereas other groups, like the one in 

Feilding for example, were not into militancy at all. But we 
were brought together around a common set of goals, such 
as ‘no work for the dole’, full employment, and the call for 
income which was enough to live on whether you were in 
work or out of work. Our slogan was ‘Jobs and a Living 
Wage For All’ which goes right to the heart of the economy 
and the fight against capitalism. And so we were brought 
together in this national movement which survived for a 
number of years. 

Mangataipa, which Jane mentioned just before, is a  
small marae near Mangamuka in the Hokianga region. 
The people from there had a tremendous influence on 
the movement in terms of our understanding and working 
across Māori and Pākehā worlds, together, in ways that 
were effective. I’ll never forget some of the people from 
Mangataipa storming the Wellington Unemployed Workers’ 
Union hui in Pōneke in 1984. The Pākehā leaders of the 
group were sitting up the front in classic trade union 
formation, with very formal minute taking and motions. 
And from the back, the Mangataipa rōpu said ‘no way, we’re 
not going to operate like this’. They just marched out, a 
great big whānau, and they said, ‘if anyone wants to join our 
hui come along and join us’.  We did. They came down to 
Pōneke on a bus. They challenged right at the heart of what 
was going on with our groups and how we were organising. 
In Auckland, we worked closely with people from the North, 
in Hokianga, Kaitaia, and so on. And I live in the North 
now – some of the links are still there. 

Like Jane, I later became the national co-ordinator of Te 
Roopu Rawakore. And you had to front using that name. 
It was a very difficult name, because ‘rawakore’ meant – 
for many people when we travelled around the country – 
‘scum’, the people that you just don’t want to know. Later 
on I couldn’t help thinking it would have been better if we’d 
used the word ‘koremahi’ (unemployed). But the name was 
given to us by a kuia from up north and it was a gift which 
we fully accepted. 

JS: But I think the kuia who gave us the name had some 
deeper meaning behind it. You know when you think 
about the way in which people are put down. It was about 
changing the meaning into something that had some mana. 
And part of our goal was to turn that around. And I think 
we did actually. But it wasn’t easy. The gift of the name, I 
think, still felt like something special that we had been given. 
And from that first challenge, it was a testament to everyone 
the relationships that grew out of that. I think initially that 
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being caught in the way that trade unions thought things 
had to be organised, that was quite a significant time. We 
found our own strength to be who we were. 

CL: Looking back at those relationships between 
Pākehā and tangata whenua, what can we learn from 
those struggles?

JS: I think one of the hard things is for people to give away 
their power. That is certainly true still today. And I think 
it’s still a question we have to confront, again and again and 
again in everything we do. Because even though it was a 
starting point, we still did not get to the point where Māori 
had equity and we’re not there. I’m working in the mental 
health field, and we’re still working through those questions. 
Look at Stuff, who recently fessed up to the racism it was 
part of. That is movement and it has to continue going 
forward. I mean when I look at who is in the room today, it 
hasn’t changed a lot.  

SB: I think for those of us working in the unemployed 
workers’ movement in the 1980s and 1990s, we learnt a 
tremendous amount from the struggles within our groups 
and from our struggles with other external forces as well. 
My time in the unemployed movement was the most 
intense political experience of my life, more so even than 
Parliament where I ended up later on. The march against 
unemployment in 1988 from the north to Wellington really 
was a brutal experience because shortly after we started to 
organise this march, a group of mainly Māori communists 
mostly in the Rotorua area had also decided to have a 
march and so the two groups came together. But right 
from the start of the hīkoi itself we saw the Communist 
Party trying to control every aspect of the march and doing 
what we thought were unethical things in relation to marae 
and koha, and trying to prevent Te Roopu Rawakore from 
having any voice. One of the only things we managed to 
retain control over was media relations, as right at the 
start their spokesperson started to give media a lecture on 
Marxism every time he talked to them, so the journalists 
stopped talking to him. We managed to get our major 
message out publicly to quite an extent but internally there 
was constant fighting. 

The march got larger and larger as we moved south, and a 
number of people from other Te Roopu Rawakore groups 
joined us. By the time we got to Wellington the hīkoi had 
become quite large despite all the problems. It was the first 
time I  debated with a cabinet minister –  Phil Goff – on 

the steps of Parliament and on TV that night and  I think 
we played a role in stopping ‘work for the dole’ schemes 
through those actions, at least for a while. So, I don’t 
think all that effort and raruraru was for nothing. I think 
the reason I tell this story even  now is because some of 
us learnt on that march important things about how, as  
Pākehā, to operate and not operate with and within te ao 
Māori, for example, around the importance of holding to 
our kaupapa and not giving up. Whatever happened, we kept 
standing up in the wharenui and saying: ‘this is what the 
march is about, we’re fighting with and for the unemployed’, 
holding our ground and being as ethical as we could inside 
the Kaupapa. I think lessons like this are what we need 
to learn if we’re going to make this country better and if 
as Pākehā we want to be strong allies with Māori. It’s not 
about subjugation or undermining. We have to be able to 
be build our own strength in a way that we are a respectful 
and respected friend and ally, rather than guilty little Pākehā 
wandering around the edges. That’s the big lesson I learnt 
from all that. 

JS: Just to add to that, I remember a hui we held in Westport 
when we were setting up a formal, bicultural structure. We 
managed to get the Government through the PEP scheme 
to pay travel costs for the hui. It was an amazing hui. It 
had all its challenges and people coming from all sorts of 
different places. It was kind of a big step forward for us. But 
unfortunately, the people of Westport didn’t like the idea of 
a group of unemployed Māori coming to town. And a story 
started to circulate that we had taken five thousand dollars 
of Government money and spent it on a boozy weekend. 
Well, we were actually in a marae setting. It was a total 
fabrication, but it became a thing, and went through the 
Labour Party. The Truth did a story on it. I was so angry, 
I ended up demanding a meeting with Kerry Burke, the 
Minister of Employment. And walked in and slammed these 
accounts on the table and they realised at that point that 
the damage had been done. It had gone right through the 
Labour Party Conference. We were so vulnerable in that 
sense that our best efforts would be quickly undermined. It 
took six years of suing Truth newspaper for them to actually 
do a retraction. That’s what we were up against, particularly 
if it had anything to do with Māori. 

CL: I wondered if you could both reflect on the key 
achievements of the unemployed workers’ movement? 

JS: Well, we didn’t go away. When you look back, it’s 
incredible that it lasted as long as it did. It explored ways 
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of working bi-culturally, with women’s leadership, how 
to create a voice for an incredibly marginalised group of 
workers in this country on the smell of an oily rag. We 
were involved in so many campaigns and actions. One I 
remember was the ‘Bludger Buster Patrol’; that was when 
they used to go into beneficiaries’ homes and interviewed 
people to make sure they weren’t ripping off the system. 
We managed to turn that around. We had these beautiful 
posters that the Media Collective put together of – it was 
actually me – dressed up as a police officer with a baton, 
beating up these beneficiaries. We set up a campaign so 
that we reversed it: we met with the families about the 
questions, made Social Welfare come to the unemployed 
workers’ centre and come into our environment. And we 
questioned them. And that was so empowering for people. 
And disempowering for the social welfare officer. They 
managed to eventually put a stop to it. It was a pretty awful 
process they were putting people through. There were things 
like that. We did a lot of advocacy work regionally and 
nationally. There were many achievements along the way in 
spite of the environment we were working in. It was tough. 

SB: The early experiences of the Auckland Unemployed 

Workers’ Centre became the basis of what we developed in 
the 1990s, the three Auckland People’s Centres. Later on 
the Wellington Unemployed Workers Union set a People’s 
Centre up here in Pōneke as well.  One of the things we 
learnt from the 1980s was the importance of genuinely 
helping people beyond what we had managed in the early 
days. In the start we had been largely political, as well as 
providing beneficiary advocacy with what were then the 
Departments of Labour and Social Welfare. The People’s 
Centres provided medical, dental, a green dollar exchange, 
chaplaincy and a whole lot of other services to people, even 
haircuts. The Auckland People’s Centre had 14,000 people 
using its services at its peak, and was a self-run, autonomous 
organisation. The fees people paid at ten dollars a month 
per family helped keep the Unemployed Rights Centre 
political and educational wing going. The critical thing was 
having the services and the politics together. But that didn’t 
come out of nowhere. We kept up our militant organising 
activities throughout the 80s and 90s, including being 
part of big coalitions with unions and other organisations 
against the 1991 benefit cuts and Employment Contracts 
Act. At different times in the north we ended up with strong 
alliances between the unemployed and some of the unions.  
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It wasn’t until 1999 that we deliberately closed down the 
Unemployed Rights Centre, and the Auckland People’s 
Centre gradually faded out over the next few years, in big 
part I reckon because we lost the political and educational 
side of the complex of organisations. 

CL: For me as a student in 90s, being unemployed and 
then meeting Sue and being part of the occupation of 
the Reserve Bank demanding that full employment 
be number one on the agenda was one of the most 
amazing experiences of my life. Linking arms with 
Bill Bradford and singing a lot. But the final questions 
we have is: do you have any regrets about those times?

JS: For me it was the sectarianism, and the energy that it 
drained. And it makes me wonder what more we could have 
achieved if we’d all been on the same waka? How did we fall 
into that trap? Because it’s encouraged by those who don’t 
want us to be effective. That’s the thing that immediately 
comes to mind. How do we go forward in a way where that 
doesn’t happen again? 

SB: I wished we’d been kinder to each other. I wish we’d 
found better ways to communicate with each other rather 
than drunkenly fighting in the union bar. That’s where the 
SUP and us faced up to each other on Friday nights in the 
mid 80s, but in the end, we mostly became friends. The 
Auckland Unemployed Workers’ Union and the Auckland 
Unemployed Workers’ Rights Centre joined forces as an 
organisation in 1988.  But overall, keeping the groups going 
was tough. We were fighting for survival in our own families 
as well as for the survival of the groups we were running. 
I’ve often thought that what made our type of unemployed 
group stronger than some of the others is that a lot of us 
were family people bringing up children. Because of that, we 
were really in touch with what life is like for ordinary people 
and their kids. We weren’t just young single people, and I 
think this was a big driver of how and why we developed 
the People’s Centres. The regrets? Yes, I wish we had been 
more humane with each other and reached across to each 
other more. Yet the downside of not having the vibrant left 
sects and the different ideologies these days is that we don’t 
have so much collective, analytical and strategic thinking 
going on. We also don’t have the people who are committed 
to putting their lives into going to the freezing works, or the 
pulp and paper mill, or the unemployed workers’ movement. 
Back then we put our lives into these movements because 
that’s where we thought the peak of the struggle was and 

where it was most important to be at that time. And in 
different ways, most of that’s gone. And so, can I say, my 
dream, is that we have left organisations across Aotearoa that 
aren’t sectarian, but are able to play this kind of role again.

 

Jane Stevens is a passionate social justice activist. She has 
been a contributor to the development of many community 
initiatives, movements, and actions to bring about change 
particularly from her own lived experience. Jane has worked 
as an advocate and capacity builder in national, regional 
and local roles, including Te Roopu Rawakore o Aotearoa, 
Te Aroha Trust, NZ Council of Social Services, Wairarapa 
Community Workers Association, Community Waikato, Kai 
Tahu Ki Waikato and Ngaaruawahia Community House 
to name a few.  She currently divides her time between her 
suicide and mental health advocacy work and managing Te 
Whare Toi o Ngaaruawahia. 

Sue Bradford was active in the unemployed workers 
movement in Auckland and nationally from 1983 until 
1999, before going to Parliament as a Green MP (1999-
2009).  From 2010 - 2016 she played a key role in the 
establishment and development of Auckland Action 
Against Poverty. Sue currently lives near Kaitaia and works 
for Kōtare Research & Education for Social Change in 
Aotearoa.

FEATURE ARTICLE



23  /  LHP BULLETIN APRIL 2021

The Feisty Feckin’ Full-time Feminists Take the Whole  
Damn Rosebush: Feminist songs we sang in 1980s Wellington.
Claire-Louise McCurdy, Therese O’Connell,  
Marie Russell and Emma-Jean Kelly
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When the Labour History Project committee decided 
the next symposium was to focus on workers’ struggles 
in the 1980s, it was obvious that the Feisties should be 
on the programme. We’d been singing selections from 
the Wellington Trades Council (WTC) Women’s Sub-
Committee Choir’s song books at a variety of public events 
since 2017, song books created by the ‘Choir’ in the 1980s. 
They sang to keep spirits up on picket lines and rallies, or 
at strategising sessions as they organised around the politics 
of equal pay and pay equity, discrimination, harassment, 
reproductive rights and workers’ rights. Some of their 
lyrics were made up more or less on the spot to a borrowed 
tune, to mark a particular occasion; other songs came from 
feminists in Auckland, Australia and beyond.

 
The Feisty (of course) Feckin’ (maybe) Fulltime (Paula 
Bennett insisted some days she wasn’t) Feminists began with 
several feminists and social justice and union activists getting 
together to create a musical history of a century and a half of 
women’s activism in Aotearoa New Zealand, through songs 
from the times. We soon realised that, as with so much of 
‘herstory’, very few songs in a woman’s voice had survived 
from the 19th and early 20th centuries. Then Therese 
O’Connell circulated the WTC Women’s Sub-Committee 
Choir song books, and, just in time for our first gig, we had 
at least some history of women’s activism in songs. Although 
it came from a decade and a half, rather than a century 

and a half, most of the issues the songs document were as 
relevant in the nineteenth century as, infuriatingly, they 
continue to be today. The members of the Feisties who were 
available to sing at the Labour History Project symposium 
were Therese O’Connell, Wendy Davis, Marie Russell, 
Claire-Louise McCurdy, Sue Hirst and Anne Russell.

DON’T BE TOO POLITE

Our first song was Don’t Be Too Polite Girls, the 
theme song for the Wellington Trades Council Women’s 
Subcommittee Choir from its founding in 1979. Therese 
found it in the 1975 Australian Builders’ Labourers’ Song 
Book. It was written by Glen Tomasetti, a folksinger and 
political activist, to a traditional Australian tune: Flash Jack 
from Gundagai.

Chorus
Don’t be too polite girls, don’t be too polite, 
Show a little fight girls, show a little fight, 
Don’t be fearful of offending, in case you get the sack 
Just recognise your value and we won’t look back.

I sew up shirts and trousers in the clothing trade, 
Since men don’t do the job I can’t ask for higher pay
The people at the top seldom offer something more 
Unless the people underneath are walking out the door.

Chorus

They say a man needs more to feed his  
children and his wife, 
Well, what are the needs of a woman who  
leads a double working life? 
When the whistle blows for knock-off it’s  
not her time for fun 
She goes home to start the job that’s never  
paid and never done.

Don’t be too afraid girls, don’t be too afraid, 
We’re clearly underpaid girls, clearly underpaid, 
Tho’ equal pay in principle is every woman’s right 
To turn that into practice, we must show a little fight.

 Wellington Trades Council (WTC) Women’s Sub-Committee Choir 
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We can’t afford to pay you,  
say the masters in their wrath 
But woman says “Just cut your coat  
according to the cloth” 
If the economy won’t stand it here’s the answer boys, 
“Cut out the wild extravagance on the new war toys”.

All among the bull girls, all among the bull, 
Keep your hearts full girls, keep your hearts full 
What good is a man as a doormat,  
or following at heel? 
It’s not their balls we’re after, it’s a fair square deal.

Maybe it is their balls we’re after 
And a fair square deal 

IT’S A LONG WAY TO PAY EQUITY                  

Pay equity has been a huge issue for a very long time. 

In 1892 - that’s one hundred and thirty-nine years ago 
- Kate Sheppard of suffrage fame, was writing of the 
unfairness of “two rates of pay for the same work, merely 
because one of the workers is a woman”.

Over the decades, thousands of women have taken part in 
this struggle, petitioning politicians, putting out leaflets, 
marching, and working within the union movement. A 
broad coalition of women’s groups had some real success 
with the Government Service Equal Pay Act in 1960 and
then the private sector Equal Pay Act of 1972, both of 
which did contribute to a decrease in the gap between 
women’s and men’s pay rates. But by the 1980s, employers’ 
manipulation of the Award system to reclassify jobs ensured 
that the gap was increasing. In 1984, the Clerical Workers 
Union started a national campaign challenging employers 
over equal pay for work of equal value, and in 1986 took 
a test case to the Arbitration Court. They lost. The Judge 
accepted the employers’ claim that identifying a comparable 
male-dominated occupation as a mechanism to increase the 
pay of a female-dominated occupation had been applicable 
only in the initial implementation of the Equal Pay Act. 
From then on equal pay was to apply only when men and 
women were doing the same job.   

The judge’s decision energised those who were campaigning 
for a new Act for pay equity, that is equal pay for work of 
equal value. By the end of the decade, they’d succeeded. 
The Employment Equity Act, which sought to redress past 
and present discrimination experienced by women in the
labour market – and included pay equity - was announced 
in November 1989. The Act was passed in July 1990 
and became effective in October. It lasted two months. 
Repealing the Act was the first action of the incoming 
National Government.

This ditty, to the tune of Ít’s a long way to Tipperary was 
written for the first New Zealand Council of Trade Unions’ 
Women’s Conference Social “An Evening of Stress 
Incontinence” in February 1989. The aim was to make 
sure that equal pay was firmly on the agenda of the new 
organisation, the NZCTU.
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It’s a long way to pay equity
It’s a long way to go
It’s a long way to pay equity
But it’s worth it this I know
So long, pay inequity
Farewell lower pay
It’s a long, long way to pay equity
But we will get there.

It’s a long way to pay equity
It’s a long way to go
It’s a long way to pay equity
But it’s worth it this I know
So long, pay inequity
Farewell lower pay
It’s a long, long, long, long,  
long, long, long, long, long,  
long way to pay equity
But we will get there

GIVE UP YOUR BABIES

Ruth Richardson entered Parliament in 1981 as a member 
of Muldoon’s National government. In the first session, she 
resisted the Labour women’s calls for a childcare service 
for all women in Parliament, but when her daughter was 
born in 1982, she required a room to be set aside for her for 
breastfeeding her baby.   

She is best known for what she called her ‘Mother of All 
Budgets’, the first budget of the new National government 
in 1991. In it, she cut all benefits, including the Domestic 
Purposes Benefit, by $20 each payment. They have never 
been restored to the dollar value they had then. 

A song for Ruthless Ruth Richardson to the tune of Waltzing 
Matilda. Words by Pinky Agnew and Therese O’Connell

Washing the dishes
Great heaps of nappies
I’ve got a nanny to do that for me!

And while she’s minding Lucy I’m sitting  
up in Parliament,
Bashing the mums who are poorer than me!

Cut off the dole and the old age pension,
Give up your babies to rich folk like me!
Cos if you’re not a farmer
You don’t deserve a subsidy
Who’ll come and work as a nanny for me?
Give up your babies
Give up your babies,
You don’t deserve them if you’re not rich like me

So adopt out your baby
And go back to the labour force 
And you’ll come and work as a nanny for me.

HEY YOU FUCKERS

Our next song was written by feminists in Auckland in 
the early 1970s. In the 1980s it became a favourite for the 
Women’s Subcommittee Choir. The lyrics were aimed not 
just at general sexism, but also more specifically at the 
attitudes of some of the more backward male unionists the 
Choir members knew - those who didn’t support women 
getting access to the higher paid jobs generally reserved for 
men, such as being on the chain at the meat works, and the 
so-called ‘skilled jobs’ in factories and car assembly plants.

Members of the Choir say the song was also a favourite 
because they got to say ‘fuck’, a word which wasn’t used as 
freely then as it is now. 

The song describes some of the ways women were 
organising at that time. Feminists now are less likely to put 
out leaflets and pamphlets, and more likely to use social 
media. But many of the concerns expressed in this song are 
still live issues today.
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HEY YOU FUCKERS
Had a revelation the other day  
now is the time to get up and say
Da da dum da da da da da dum (x3) 

Chorus 
Hey you fuckers, get off my back
What you’re doing is just so slack
Got no time to muck around
We’ve got to get this revolution off the ground.

We’ve won the vote but not our  rights 
Now is the time to get up and fight 
Childcare, abortion, equal pay, 
“Up from Under! “ the women say. 

Chorus

We leaflet, we pamphlet, we tear out our hair 
Most times it seems like we’re getting nowhere
But when the politicians say  
“Don’t come back no more” 
Forget it, boys! You’re gonna hear us roar….

Chorus

I’ve got my sisters standing by my side 
The road ahead is a hundred miles wide 
With each new day I’m feeling more strong
And that’s why you’ve gotta join in this song. 

Chorus

Had a revelation the other day
Now is the time to get up and say 
Now is the time to get up and say (softly) 
Now is the time to get up and say 
HEY YOU FUCKERS .............

CHAINS

The original tune in our next song was composed by Carole 
King and Gerry Goffin. It was adapted by Wendy Davis 
and Therese O’Connell for a New Zealand Federation of 
Labour Conference Social about 1979. 
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Ocean Beach Freezing Works was taken to court by three 
women who had been refused the opportunity to become 
mutton butchers. In 1979 the Human Rights Commission 
ruled in their favour, but the union refused to back down. In 
1980 the case went before the Equal Opportunities Tribunal, 
which ruled that workers must be judged purely on their 
ability to do the job. Ted Miller – who appears in the song 
– was the Secretary of the Freezing Workers’ Union at the 
Ocean Beach works, which opposed the women’s claim.

Wendy and Therese report that they sat down before the 
FOL conference social and agreed to “stick it to them”. 
Ted Miller of the Union was in the audience, and they sang 
this song directly to him. They were a bit on edge, but the 
audience loved it.

CHAINS 
Chains! - They won’t let me work on the chain 
And it’s because - they can’t see
Oh! Oh! Oh! Oh - h!   The chain needs me, Yeah!

I want to tell you Teddy Miller - about that meat 
I want to put my knife in it – and I can’t wait to get  
there on that --

Chain - They won’t let me work on the chain 
And it’s because - they can’t see
Oh! Oh! Oh! Oh - h!   The chain needs me, Yeah!

The girls went to the Commission.- and won their case
Both the bosses and the union were left with egg on  
their face.

Chains! - Now they let me work on the chain
And it’s because - they had to see –
Oh! Oh! Oh! Oh - h!  
The chain needs me, Yeah!

I’M A LITTLE FIRE FIGHTER
  
This next song I’m a little fire fighter was first performed at 
that same Federation of Labour conference in 1979, as a 
comment on the challenge some women faced in entering 
so-called male occupations. 

Anne Barry applied to join the Fire Service in the late 
1970s, but her initial application was declined.  
She took her case to:

• the Equal Opportunities Commission 
• the Human Rights Commission and
• to Members of Parliament.

Finally she was accepted and went on to a distinguished 
twenty-year career in the Fire Service.

Sung to a familiar tune, Flick the little fire engine, composed 
by Robert Dann, these words were written by Therese 
O’Connell, then with the Clerical Workers’ Union, and the 
late Penny Bright of the Engineers’ Union.
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I’m a little firefighter 
Sue is my name
They won’t let me put out fires 
Isn’t that a shame
Someday they’ll be bright enough to recognise our claim
When there is a fire they’ll shout - “Quick,  
get the girls to help us, get the girls to help us,  
even though they lack a dick!”

WE WANT THE WHOLE DAMN ROSE BUSH

Therese first sang ‘Bread and Roses’, written by James 
Oppenheim and set to music by Mimi Fariña, at an abortion 
rights rally; it became a women’s movement anthem. New 
words were written by Pinky Agnew on the occasion of an 
equal pay claim within a union - the Bank Officers’ Union. 

Yes, unions as employers could be just as resistant as other 
employers to women’s demand for equal pay.

As we go marching marching 
We battle with the  men,
For they  are ranked against us
Though the enemy’s the same,
Our grandmothers had warned us
That the men would still oppose us
We shout to them in chorus,
Up your noses, up your noses!

As we go marching marching, 
Our victory in sight,
We fight for equal wages,
And as we all unite,
We need no men to lead us
In our fight for bread and roses,
As we march through history’ s pages,
Up their noses, up their noses!

As we go marching marching, 
In our fight for equal pay,
We hold aloft our banners,
And hear the menfolk say,
“We’d help you if we could
But it divides the working classes”,
And women are retorting,
Up your arses, up your arses!
Up your arses, up your arr-arr-rr-ses

REPRODUCTIVE RIGHTS

 The on-going battle for reproductive rights for women has 
been as long, if not longer, than the one for pay equity. This 
song is the only one we sang in the Labour History Project 
symposium that doesn’t belong to the 1980s; we included it 
because it addresses an issue that was even more significant 
then - and it gave us an opportunity to remind everyone of 
the Working Women’s Charter, one of those documents that 
disappeared in the rise of the neo-liberal agenda. 

Basically, the Working Women’s Charter is a Bill of Rights 
for all women. In 1980, it was adopted as policy firstly by 
the Federation of Labour and then by the Labour Party. It 
had taken union women half a decade of campaigning to 
achieve this; now they could turn their energies to adoption 
of the policies in their own unions. 
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But they continued to be opposed by a few individuals in 
the union hierarchy, and by some small, vociferous – and 
very well-resourced – groups who objected to what they 
called this “communist document”. They particularly 
disliked Clause 8 about flexible hours and part-time work,
and Clause 15, which reads: Sex education and birth control 
advice [to be] freely available to all people. Legal, financial, 
social and medical impediments to safe abortion, contraception 
and sterilisation to be removed. 

In the tradition the 1980s singers were following - and 
recognising how partial the implementation of the Working 
Women’s Charter was - Marie and Anne Russell wrote these 
new words to the tune of She’ll be coming round the mountain.   

Reproductive rights are coming, yes they are (x2)

We are raising up our voices in defense of women’s choices
Reproductive rights are coming, yes they are 

Contraception must be easy, safe and free (x2) 
We need access to protection any time there’s an erection
Contraception must be easy, safe and free
 
The Old Testament won’t help us here today (x2)
Screw Leviticus, Deuteronomy
We want bodily autonomy
The Old Testament won’t help us here today

Oh, abortion is a woman’s right to choose (x2)
Women must have the ability to control their own fertility 
and abortion is a woman’s right to choose.

MARY’S PAY CHEQUE     
  
Equal pay featured again in this song to a Christmas tune.  
It was written by Glory Box – Pinky Agnew and Therese 
O’Connell – in 1990. 
 
Long time ago in ’72 when the Equal Pay Act came  
Mary’s pay cheque was to show the same as hubby Joe.

Chorus 
Hark now, hear the women rage
Listen to what we say
We’re sick to death of low-paid work
It’s time we made them pay
Seize the Banks and stock exchange 
Listen to what we say
That man will live to rue the day  
If we don’t get equal pay.

Twenty years on, Mary still had less for they said  
she’s not worth more
Where was Mary’s pay cheque when the factory  
closed its door

Hark now, hear the women rage
Listen to what we say
The Government has sold our jobs
Big business rules the day
Seize the Banks and stock exchange 
Listen to what we say
That man will live to rue the day  
If we don’t get equal pay
Now here we are many decades on,  
another pay law comes our way
Let’s hope that we get Equal Pay before Mary passes away

Hark now, hear the women rage 
Listen to what we say
We’ll not take less than what we’re worth
And we’re worth more and more every day.
Seize the Banks and stock exchange 
Listen to what we say
That man will live to rue the day 
If we don’t get equal pay.
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NEVER TURNING BACK  
       
Our last song closed a great many feminist gatherings in 
the 1980s and 1990s. The anthem Never Turning Back was 
written in 1984 by Pat Humphries, an American singer/
songwriter, but was best known in Aotearoa from the 
singing of Australian Judy Small. Various verses have been 
added and subtracted along the way, depending on the 
singer. The verse “We’re gonna reach across our borders” 
was a response to the world-wide refugee crisis.

We’re gonna keep on walking forward, 
keep on walking forward, keep on walking forward,
never turning back, never turning back 

We’re gonna keep on singing loudly….. 

We’re gonna keep on loving boldly….

We’re gonna reach across our borders….

We’re gonna work for change together….

We’re gonna keep on walking forward….
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After Kinleith: The Federation of Labour  
and the challenges of the 1980s
Ross Webb
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At the May 1984 Federation of Labour (FOL) conference, 
its then President Jim Knox delivered a grim message: the 
union movement had tried and failed to oppose the anti-
union policies of Robert Muldoon’s National Government 
(1975-1984). This was a startling admission from someone 
who in the years earlier claimed to lead the ‘real opposition’ 
to the National Government, and who advocated - and 
had proven - that industrial action was an effective tool 
to achieve political aims. The FOL was, Knox said, now 
fighting for its survival, and what was needed above all 
was a change of Government and the election of a Labour 
Government in that year’s general election. Gone, then, was 
the optimism of the 1979 General Strike and the Kinleith 
dispute of 1980 and the faith in victory through industrial 
action and sheer militancy. 

What led to Knox’s despondency and resignation by 
early 1984? And what did that mean for the FOL and the 
labour movement in the following years? Those are the key 
questions of this paper. This paper is part of a larger PhD 
project I am working on that analyses the industrial strategy 
and politics of the FOL during the 1970s economic crisis 
and the neoliberal response to that crisis in the 1980s. This 
is too large a topic for a short article. Here, I want to use 
four moments in time, four FOL conferences – 1980, 1981, 
1984 and 1986 – to provide a window or a snapshot into 
the fortunes and strategies of the FOL over time before 
concluding on the lessons from the era. I also want to 
address the question we posed for the 1980s symposium: 
“Does history provide the answers for how to address our 
current crises? Or can it serve as a trap in our attempts to 
imagine new possibilities?”

The Federation of Labour (FOL) held a powerful position 
within New Zealand political and economic life. So much 
so, said one journalist in 1971, that “the country seems 
to revolve around its actions.”  A decade later in 1981, 
Jim Knox proudly declared it ‘the real opposition’ to the 
then National Government (this was as much an assertion 
of strength as it was a critique of the then demoralised 
and electorally unsuccessful Labour Party). These were 
exaggerations, to be sure, but they did speak to the sense 
that the FOL wielded significant influence. At its peak, it 
represented about 48 percent of all wage earners: over half 
a million people organised into over 250 affiliated unions.  
FOL’s presidents in the 1970s and 1980s—Tom Skinner 
(1963-1979) and then Jim Knox (1979-1987)—were 
household names and recognised spokespeople for the 
industrial labour movement; they commanded the attention 

and respect of prime ministers, regularly walked the halls 
of power, and featured in the media alongside business 
leaders and economists to debate the news of the day. The 
FOL negotiated national wage deals, led efforts to settle 
industrial disputes or rally workers behind a campaign, took 
progressive stances on domestic and international issues, 
joined the Labour Party in its election year campaigns and 
lobbied to influence its policy platform. Those in power 
kept close watch on the annual FOL conference, where 
decisions made could have a major bearing on the trajectory 
of government policy. The FOL was, in short, a powerful 
countervailing force. It gave workers a voice in national-
level politics and fought to improve and defend their living 
standards.

Between 1975 and 1987, however, the FOL faced 
significant tests and challenges to that power: a long 
recession, intense inflationary pressures, obtrusive anti-
union policies, significant shifts in the domestic and 
global economy and then rapid neoliberal reforms. As the 
economic landscape shifted beneath its feet, the FOL was 
forced to confront a series of significant conundrums: how 
would it fight for and make the case for higher wages and 
a maintenance of living standards in the face of economic 
crisis and high inflation? How would the movement fight 
enforced wage restraint? Would it direct its attention to 
questions broader than wages? What was its analysis of 
the economic crisis and what was its alternative economic 
strategy? What was its relationship with the Labour Party 
and party politics in general? How would it communicate 
its message to an increasingly hostile public and counter 
a reliably hostile press? With the election of a Labour 
Government in 1984, a new set of problems emerged even 
as some old issues were resolved: How would the FOL 
respond to the rapid free market policies pursued by the 
Fourth Labour Government? How would it oppose and 
confront the policies of its traditional partner and political 
wing, without endangering its electoral prospects and aiding 
the return of a National Government? 

From the workplaces of affiliated unions to the high-profile 
strikes of the era, to the annual FOL conference floor, 
and to discussions with political parties and in the heated 
negotiations with the government and employers, these 
questions were debated and ultimately decided. But they 
were also decided by forces and obstacles much greater 
than anything the FOL could control. FOL conferences 
ran for four days; the presidential address and the annual 
report gave a rundown of the state of the economy, of the 
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Jim Knox and David Lange shake hands and agree to ‘unity and understanding’ in the lead up to the 1984 election.  
Federation of Labour Bulletin, June 1984.
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movement and of campaigns; there were reports from the 
various FOL sub-committees, guest speakers from as far 
away as Chile or South Africa, and delegate remits brought 
to conference by unions; the Labour leader always spoke. 
The press covered the conferences in detail, while those in 
power kept close watch; you only have to look at Muldoon’s 
papers in Archives New Zealand to see that he was keenly 
interested in the decisions made. Yet FOL conferences 
have been dismissed as one of the more prosaic features 
of union organisation. But by looking at them as windows 
into the fortunes and the strategies of the FOL at particular 
points, they come alive as places where opposing visions 
of the future of the union movement – of what the union 
movement should be - were debated.

1. 1980

The FOL met for its May 1980 conference off the back of a 
strong sense of victory after the General Strike of 1979 and 
the Kinleith dispute. It was also the first conference under 

a new and more militant leadership: President Jim Knox 
and Secretary Ken Douglas. Looking at the longer view, 
Pat Walsh claimed that the 1979 leadership change marked 
the end of the “ideologically conservative and strategically 
cautious” FOL and its old President Tom Skinner (FOL 
President between 1963-1979).1 In what was an implicit 
critique of the old FOL and of Skinner, Knox said: “There 
will be no politicking, wheeling and dealing or anything else. 
I will not be going to Parliament cap in hand, and it is high 
time the Prime Minister realised this.”2 Ken Douglas said 
the change at the top was “in step and tune with the mood 
of the affiliated unions.”3 The FOL was being “returned to 
its affiliates.” Kinleith became, for many, a symbol of the 
new FOL. It appeared to vindicate the view of the FOL’s 
new leadership that industrial action was an effective tool 
to achieve political aims. In its conference report, the FOL 
concluded: “if the militant actions of workers are supported 
by the wider trade union movement and community, then 
the forces of capital have an extremely difficult job on their 
hands in resisting the united pressure of the working class.”4 

Protesters at Parliament listening to Federation of Labour leader Jim Knox. Dominion Post (Newspaper): Photographic negatives and 
prints of the Evening Post and Dominion newspapers. Ref: EP/1979/1748/17-F. Alexander Turnbull Library, Wellington, New Zealand. /
records/22694031
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In another sign of change from the old FOL, Knox claimed 
that at Kinleith, “When I went into negotiations with 
management, the whole 38 delegates went with me.”5  
 
The focus of the 1980 conference was to continue the 
campaign started in the General Strike and Kinleith: 
delegates supported the FOL’s plan for nationwide 
stoppages to put pressure on the Government to repeal the 
Remuneration Act, to establish a minimum living wage, 
and introduce an immediate cost-of-living adjustment.6 The 
conference was notable for other major developments: the 
FOL finally adopted the Working Women’s Charter. This 
was just one expression of what historians Melanie Nolan 
and Shaun Ryan call a “gender revolution” in the labour 
movement after 1975, which challenged the male bastion 
that was the FOL and the focus on the male breadwinner 
wage, and attempted to widen union focus to questions 
of equal pay and equal opportunity, and the fight against 
discrimination.7 In short, the FOL had a renewed sense of 
purpose and strength. Raymond Harbridge concluded that 
there was considerable unity, and that delegates had laid the 
groundwork “to tackle the problems of the 80s.” Delegates 
agreed to intensify their campaign against the Remuneration 
Act and did so successfully that year. By the end of 1980, 
the FOL declared that in the campaign in defence of living 
standards, “We Win Round One.”
 
2. 1981

The mood of the 1981 conference stood in stark 
contrast. That year marked a turning point in the FOL. 
The Government pursued a harder line as the economy 
deteriorated and unemployment increased. Then, in early 
1981, following a dispute over the arrest of picketers at 
Mangere Airport, an estimated 60,000 people marched 
down the streets of Auckland in one of the largest rallies 
the country had ever seen: the anti-union ‘Kiwis-Care’ 
march. The march reflected that the ongoing anti-union 
campaign by Muldoon and the press bit hard into the public 
consciousness. It was just one expression of a growing 
conservatism that viewed unions as self-interested and 
internally coercive institutions, contributing to an inflation 
that undermined living standards, rather than an institution 
that defended the wage earner. The march chastened the 
FOL, emboldened the Muldoon Government, and put the 
Labour Party in an awkward position. Knox told the 1981 
conference that the FOL perhaps needed to rethink its 
strategy at times: “This may mean industrial action has to 
be scaled down, to provide the opportunity for such work 

to be undertaken, because action undertaken without a full 
understanding and support of the members can only lead to 
defeat.”8 Commentators pointed out the change in mood. 
Raymond Harbridge noted, “The unity that had been 
expressed at the FOL Conference following the successful 
Kinleith settlement has been placed under considerable 
strain.” Union morale, he added, “had taken a battering.”9

The 1981 Conference was also notable for another 
significant but perhaps more subtle development: FOL 
economist Alf Kirk presented Towards an Alternative 
Economic Strategy. In part, it was designed to dispel the view 
that the FOL was a solely reactive force focused squarely 
on wages and conditions. “We need to have an alternative 
programme for trade union workers in the context of 
a changing economy… [to] develop and implement 
policies that will restructure the economy in the interests 
of the working-class.”10  This “workers’ alternative” to 
Government policy outlined investment in production 
‘for social use and not private gain’, full and productive 
employment, effective price control, increased welfare 
services, and a progressive tax scale that took the burden 
off low and middle incomes. It had three aims: reflation 
(“growth without high inflation and balance of payments 
crisis”), restructuring (“solving the long-term problems 

FEATURE ARTICLE

Federation of Labour Bulletin, September 1980.



37  /  LHP BULLETIN APRIL 2021

of the economy”) and redistribution (“more to those who 
have less and less to those who have more”).11 Knox’s 
foreword to the Strategy outlined the necessity of the labour 
movement having an economic alternative and keeping 
members informed “about economic issues and the policy 
alternatives that are available.”12

Among those who advocated such alternative strategies were 
a new generation of trade unionists who sought to both hold 
onto and reassert the gains of the post-war period and make 
changes to union structure and strategies in the context 
of a changing economy. The language was of democratic 
socialism, yet it was a corporatist document: calling for a 
combination of strong union organisation and a renewed 
relationship with the political wing of the movement, the 
Labour Party. 

3. 1984

And that brings us back to where we began. May 1984. The 

1984 conference came just months after Muldoon extended 
the wage freeze, abolished compulsory unionism and after 
the bombing of WellingtonTrades Hall, the grim conclusion 
to what trade unionists called Muldoon’s “hatred 
campaign.” There, Knox listed the FOL key objectives 
in the year ahead: the election of a Labour Government 
in November, the repeal of anti-union legislation, an 
alternative economic strategy, action on racism and sexism, 
the achievement of a minimum living wage and forging 
links with the unemployed. Yet it was clear that the focus 
was to change the Government. Knox claimed that it 
was the government’s capacity to “change the rules” that 
revealed the weaknesses of the movement.13 President of the 
Labour Party Jim Anderton explained that the trade union 
movement had its “back to the wall and they have turned to 
the Labour Party for a political solution.”14

Another important development was the election of 
Rob Campbell to the FOL executive. Campbell, like Alf 
Kirk, advocated the alternative economic strategy and an 
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Cover of After the Freeze: New Zealand Unions in the Economy by Rob Campbell and Alf Kirk (left) and Rob Campbell at FOL Conference, 
date unknown, (right). Ken Douglas Personal Collection.
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attempt to forge an accord with Labour in the model of 
the Australian Accord between the Australian Council of 
Trade Unions and the Labor Government, elected in 1983. 
In the same year, Kirk and Campbell wrote After the Freeze 
which advocated this approach. “We came to a realisation,” 
Campbell later said, “that simple direct industrial action 
was not going to be sufficient to really make any progress 
for workers and that one needed a dual approach of strong 
industrial unionism combined with a good relationship with 
the political arm of the Labour Party.”15

  
However grim things were for the FOL, it was not much 
comfort to Muldoon. For even as the Government seemed 
to hold the upper hand, it did not mean that Muldoon 
had triumphed. Rather, Muldoon’s leadership and his 
management of the economy seemed no longer tenable; 
rather than a decisive blow at organised labour, the freeze 
became just one symbol of this. Just one month after Knox’s 
address to the conference, Muldoon called a snap election. 
By early 1984, then, the conflict between the FOL and the 
Muldoon Government, beginning in late 1975, had reached 
a stalemate, a reflection of a broader stalemate in New 
Zealand’s political economy. Something had to give. By then, 
the leadership of the union movement and the Government 
had, in one way or another, admitted defeat: the FOL in 
its inability to defeat anti-union legislation, Muldoon in his 
inability to maintain a confident majority in parliament or 
manage the now decade long economic crisis. Muldoon 
called the snap election that would end his long term in 
office and usher in the Fourth Labour Government and a 
whole new set of challenges. What broke the stalemate was 
not a new consensus but rapid neoliberal market reforms.

4. 1986

The FOL met for its 1986 conference two years into the 
Fourth Labour Government; since 1984, the changes 
had been monumental; “Rogernomics” and the “New 
Right” were now part of the lexicon. And while the 
Labour Government ended the wage freeze and restored 
compulsory unionism, it pursued a rapid programme of 
deregulation. The FOL attempted but failed to lobby for 
a change in direction. Yet between 1985 and 1986 workers 
took industrial action on a massive scale and workers 
made significant gains. It is important to note, too, that 
the FOL saw industrial action as part of its challenge to 
Rogernomics. “The key political point is not the wage rise,” 
said Auckland Trades Council president Bill Andersen, 
“but a fight against the whole economic policy imposed 

by Finance Minister Mr Douglas.” 16 The FOL’s advice 
to its affiliates explained that to accept the low offer 
proposed by the Government and employers would be “in 
effect, underwriting an unacceptable economic policy.”17 
The Government recognised this fact, too: when Lange 
threatened wage controls, he said, “This Government is not 
going to allow its economic strategy to be destroyed.”18

By the time the FOL met for its conference in May 1986, 
however, the campaign for a change in policy direction 
remained all but lost. Deregulation, tight monetary policies, 
and rising unemployment put the labour movement 
on the defensive. In the months before the conference, 
Rob Campbell called for an accord. Perhaps he saw the 
mounting pressures: employers organising, the arguments 
made by Treasury, and the National Party’s own position, 
as well as the expected decline in the economy over 1986-
1987. “The changing patterns of corporate power [are] 
weighing the balance against labour,” he said, and the 
FOL had to take positive steps to avoid the political and 
economic marginalisation that was already in train. “Free 
wage bargaining, particularly in the new marketplace, will 
end up being precisely the kind of labour market flexibility 
the opponents of unions want.”19

In perhaps Knox’s most quoted words, he excoriated 
the Government at the 1986 conference: “this mindless 
purism; this ideological straitjacket; this market madness; 
it is tearing our country apart. And so I say to you our 
Labour Government: give us an economic plan; give us 
planning based on social and economic consensus; give us 
the economic policy on which you were elected.”20 Yet Knox 
warned against the more pernicious policies of the National 
Party; the conference voted to allow the FOL leadership 
to attempt to reach an accord with the Government, as 
suggested by Campbell. The was, in Bert Roth’s assessment, 
an “open admission that the trade union movement lacked 
the strength to change the Government’s free market 
policies and that it had to seek the best bargain possible to 
protect itself in a deregulated economy.”21

The FOL was in a bind: that the Labour Party was the 
preferred party over the National Party was obvious. What 
was less clear was how the FOL would campaign for its 
election the following year after the reforms caused such 
disillusionment among its own affiliated unions. Meanwhile, 
its leadership, and not just Rob Campbell, saw an accord 
with Government as essential. Yet attempts to achieve one 
led in turn to criticism of an increasingly top-down 
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approach, a reflection of the broader debate about the 
creation of the CTU. In any case, Labour had no interest in 
reaching an accord. The National Party moved rightwards 
and, with the lobbying of both the Employers Federation 
and Business Roundtable, took up the mantle of labour 
market deregulation.22

The 1986 conference also voted to form the Council of 
Trade Unions. It was a response to multiple pressures: 
the effects of economic deregulation, the disintegration 
of the traditional wage-bargaining system, and employer 
demands for labour-market deregulation. The debate over 
the creation of the CTU reflected long-standing debates 
about how to respond to the challenges of the 1980s. Rob 
Campbell, in favour of the CTU, argued that it would create 
a “modern, industrially strong, central organisation of all 
workers to give the Round Table a run for its money” as 
well as the “National Party-Treasury-Employers Federation 
axis,” the alliance calling for labour market deregulation. 
 
Critics, such as Con O’Leary of the Railway Workers’ 
Union, saw both an attempt at an accord and the CTU as 
the “two-headed wedge towards class collaboration.” Indeed, 
critics suggested the CTU would be replacing a democratic 
working-class movement with what would be merely a lobby 

group. These fears were not entirely unfounded. Yet another 
fear – and later a criticism of the CTU – was that it would 
serve as an instrument of discipline against industrial action 
and militancy, a view that reflected a broader critique of 
corporatist arrangements around the world. How the CTU 
responded to the challenges after 1987, and how it was 
organised, is another story. 

Conclusion

The 1980s marked the final and most turbulent years for 
the Federation of Labour. Ever since, the FOL has not 
been short of critics. For the left, the FOL gave up the fight 
and accepted the logic of neoliberalism; for others, it failed 
to secure an Australian-style accord and its militancy was 
self-destructive; for those on the right, the FOL represented 
everything that was wrong with 1970s trade unionism. 
This article does not dispute or relitigate these critiques. 
Rather, it concludes with some broader thoughts. What is 
striking about this period is that the rapid transformation 
that characterised the 1980s were driven by the seeming 
juggernaut of greater forces – a global restructuring of 
capital, for example – and also so often by the decisions, 
interactions and sometimes the miscalculations of a 
small group of individuals; it is a history that sits at the 
intersection of both a monotonous sense of inevitability 
and a dizzying array of contingencies and possibilities. 
And that gets at one of the questions we’ve posed for the 
symposium: “Does history provide the answers for how 
to address our current crises? Or can it serve as a trap in 
our attempts to imagine new possibilities?” That history 
provides lessons is too obvious to state. What the lessons are 
is another question altogether. But that it can serve as a trap 
is perhaps less frequently understood or discussed. Where 
it can serve as a trap is when we get sucked into debating 
the same questions of a past era. Debating “what could 
have been” can be a trap of history, and so can treating the 
changes as unstoppable and inevitable. As the Australian 
historian Frank Bongiorno writes: “The task of the labour 
movement today is surely to expand the possibilities of 
politics rather than to accept the limits on our political 
and industrial imaginations that the 1980s imposed. That 
decade can provide only limited guidance to how we might 
deal with… [the] challenges [of today] …. [it] cannot serve 
us indefinitely.”23

Yet, given the significant imprint of those transformations in 
the present, the questions of “what could have been” remain 
important; in the end, the roads not taken had serious 
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Lange’s reception at the FOL Conference, Cartoon by Tom Scott.  
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implications; we live with them today, even if the debates, 
the politics and much of the language of the era seem distant 
and foreign to us now. What roads should have been taken 
remains an open question. Finally, many of the questions 
the FOL faced remain relevant today: what is the role of 
industrial action? How does the labour movement convey 
its message to the public? How does it connect with the 
community so that it cannot be accused of being apart from 
the public and the community as it was during the 1980s 
and since? What is its alternative economic strategy? Should 
it have one? And what is its relationship with political 
power or party politics? How during a period of economic 
downturn or crisis of capitalism, does the union movement 
respond? These are all questions that remain on the agenda, 
even if the crises we face demand a new set of answers. 

Ross Webb is an historian with an interest in labour history, 
a committee member of the Labour History Project and 
currently a PhD candidate at Victoria University writing a 
thesis on the Federation of Labour, industrial politics, and 
economic crisis, between 1975-1987.
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From the 1980s into the Future
Panel: Syd Keepa, John Ryall, Rasela Mulitalo,  
Nadia Abu-Shanab (facilitator participant) and Conor Twyford. 
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The final session of the 1980s Symposium brought 
together five speakers who had an inter-generational 
conversation. They focused on the questions: Does 
history provide the answers for how to address our 
current crises? Or can it serve as a trap in imagining 
new possibilities?

Syd Keepa

Kia ora koutou. I’ll give you a little bit of my perspective. I 
worked on the floor for 33 years. As a worker I’ve been in 
quite a few unions – the Drivers’ Union, Timber Workers’ 
Union, Pulp and Paper Workers’ Union. In Aussie I was in 
the BLF, the Builders’ Labourers’ Federation. I also worked 
on the Sydney Opera House and our great secretary, he was 
a guy called Jack Mundey, led the Green Ban at the time I 
was there. So I learned a bit from that about union history.  
I was born in Whakatane, a place called Piripai and about 
fifteen families lived there. We used to share everything, our 
kumara, our kamokamo, our pumpkins, everything. We used 
to go all round the community with whatever we had. The 
community could just come and help themselves. It was a 
good upbringing, there were ten of us. 

I’ve been in a few stoushes on the job, as a union delegate, 
some of that was talked about today. I used to be the 
president of [the Pulp and Paper Workers’ Union] branch at 
Penrose, Forest Products, before they sold us to Fletchers. 
So I was really involved with some of those fights with 
Fletchers. It was strange because if you had worked there 
for ten years, NZ Forest Products gave you ten shares for 
nothing. It was strange, but, it was good too, because when 
their board met, my worksite was just across the road..., 
we’d march over there and we’d go to their meeting and we 
used to disrupt the hell out of it. They stopped doing that 
after that, Forest Products, stopped giving everyone ten free 
shares. But it helped us to get some issues resolved.  

In those days everyone was in the union. I remember when 
they brought in the Employment Contracts Act. There
was one fulla out of 500 of us that worked at Penrose that 
wanted to take up the individual employment contract, and 
next week he was gone (not dead!). So we had some good 
comrades there you know.

The Timber Workers’ Union was led by sort of conservative 
union leaders and amalgamated with us, the Pulp and 
Paper Workers’ Union, and we became the Woodies [Wood 
Industries Union]. But prior to us amalgamating, we had 
our Runanga and our Fono. There were hardly any women 
working on the floor, but when they allowed them in, equal 
rights and that, the Company hired some, and we supported 
those women. They were bloody good workers too. We never 
used to argue with them! [Those structures were brought 
into the Woodies] Then the Woodies amalgamated with the 
NDU and we carried what we had, the structures like the 
Runanga and the Fono, into the NDU. And Bill Andersen 
really acknowledged that. Cos you know Bill got arrested at 
Takaparawha Bastion Point and they put the Green Ban on. 
We went and supported anything that was Māori our union,
like the Foreshore and Seabed [hīkoi], we marched with our 
union flags. And we noticed that some unions weren’t there 
because they were affiliated to the Labour Party. But that 
didn’t stop their members and some of their organisers.
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So that got it going really and the CTU [Runanga was set 
up]. It started with Ross Wilson. I remember when we [the 
Runanga] gave our first report to the CTU conference. 
Some of those union secretaries walked out because they 
thought it was just Māori stuff. They walked out of our 
conference and it really upset me, you know? We’ve got 
to sit there and listen to their stuff, but they’re not going 
to listen to what’s affecting Maori. [We’ve got to] stick 
together, and see what we can do about it. That really got up 
my nose. Well anyway, at the moment it’s all running good. 
We’ve got more structures [in the CTU], we got there in 
the end. And it was after the amalgamation with the NDU 
that brought in those structures – Runanga, Fono, Women’s, 
LGBT, all those committees, all part of our union. You’ve 
got to recognise people’s differences, and acknowledge 
them, and get together and do stuff.... 

The thing is, what I remember is with the Awards, how 
different it is from ...what happens right now. Since the 
Employment Contracts Act, there are more and more 
workers on minimum wage, what is it now, $20.50 aye? 
Bloody hell, we used to get that over twenty years ago on 
pulp sites, and they’re just getting it now. Nothing else has 
stayed down, like house prices, buying kai and all that, 
they’re all going up. So we’ve got a lot of work to do. And 
the thing is I feel we’ve got to educate a lot of our young 
people – it’s those ones I really feel sorry for. One of my 
moko that just started work, joined the union straight away. 
She joined the unions and now she’s getting her workmates 
to join the union as well. But ...we have to change the law 
so we can get back to the way it was in the old days. So 
anyway, that’s my kōrero. 

Nō reira, tēnā koutou, tēnā koutou, tēnā koutou katoa.
 
Syd Keepa has served as the Council of Trade Union 
(CTU) Māori Vice President since 2011, as Kaiwhakahaere 
(Co President) of First Union. 

John Ryall

When Chinese Premier Chou En-Lai came to Paris on 
one of his first visits in 1972 a French reporter asked him 
very enthusiastically what he thought of the 1789 French 
Revolution. Chou responded that it was too early to tell.

While I am not in Chou’s camp on this issue, I do think that 
it is always difficult when you are caught up in the unfolding 

events around you to appreciate the historical significance of 
what is actually occurring.

Union activists in the 1970s and even into the 1980s often 
thought that history was one long line of progress, not 
realising that things could go backwards and the struggles 
that occurred a century previous would need to be fought 
again.

The 1980s was the decade in which the post-war class 
compromise was rapidly unravelling, the role of the state 
was being deliberately shrunk, state assets were being sold 
off, cuts were taking place to protective regulations and the 
predominant culture was if we give more to the rich bright 
boys they will make a fortune and we will all benefit through 
“trickle-down” economics.

However, from within the movement at the beginning of the 
1980s there was a different reality. The unions had taken on 
the government at Kinleith and won and there was a strong 
militant trade union movement backed up by compulsory 
unionism, a national award system and a protected 
economy. What led to the collapse of this reality so quickly?

While I don’t have the answers to this question, I shall look 
at this issue with regard to my time as a worker and union 
activist in the car industry from 1976 to 1982, and following 
that as an organiser in the newly-unionised aged care 
residential sector.

I learnt the craft of organising in the Hutt Valley car 
assembly plants in the mid to late 1970s. The Wellington 
car industry employed about 4000 workers directly in car 
assembly or making car components such as windscreens, 
radiators, exhaust pipes, seats and upholstery.

Despite the differences between the officials of the 14 
unions who had members in the plants, there were strong 
combined union rank-and-file delegates’ committees 
in each plant that held the real power when it came to 
stopping work to defend dismissed workers, to protest 
nuclear warships, South African rugby tours or anti-worker 
government legislation. 

I left there in 1982 when the writing was on the wall for the 
car industry and other manufacturing in New Zealand as 
globalisation of production stepped up in the face of the 
reduction in local tariffs. 
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I commenced work for the Wellington Hotel and Hospital 
Workers Union in 1982 on the day that Prime Minister 
Muldoon imposed a wage freeze. You might think this would 
be a bit of a bummer for a new organiser who was keen to 
get out there and improve the wages of low-paid workers. 

However, it turned out to be advantageous as it gave me an 
opportunity to understand that organising in a car factory of 
500 full-time workers all working alongside each other was 
a lot different from organising catering workers, cleaners or 
aged care workers, most of whom were part-time, working 
in small groups on different shifts at any time of the night or 
day, 7 days a week. 

It also led me to appreciate that my union experience in a 
car assembly plant was not the experience of the majority of 
New Zealand’s unionised workforce.
The organising approach though was still the same - form 
relationships with members, develop workplace leaders 
and organise around issues that were deeply felt, widely 
felt and were possible to win. 

The difference between then and now is that compulsory 
unionism meant that there was no need to recruit new 
members but simply to work out ways of supporting them 
to become active around the issues that they had identified.

There was also no need to negotiate with one employer 
at a time for wage increases as they were all covered by a 
national industry or occupational award. And if agreement 
could not be reached with the employer group, it could be 
referred to the Arbitration Court for a binding settlement, 
usually based on what was called the “going rate” for wage 
increases in other awards.

The wage freeze lasted for almost two years and during 
this time the nature of the unions that made up the Hotel 
and Hospital Workers’ Federation changed. I had come 
from a very active organising culture in the Hutt Valley 
car assembly factories and was joined by other similar 
activists fresh from organising in the labour, women’s and 
environmental movements.

Despite the wage freeze it was an exciting time to be an 
organiser. 

What I discovered from aged care workers was four things:

 • They wanted more control over their hours of work. 
   While most workers were part-time many needed full 
   time hours to make a reasonable income;

 • Their wage rates were too low for work that was 
   becoming more complex as the public aged care hospitals 
   closed down and more dependent older people were 
   entering rest homes;
 
 • Their staffing levels had not kept up with the increasing 
   dependency of the residents;

 • Their skills were not properly recognised.

The award system, which for nearly 100 years provided 
national minimum wage rates and working conditions for 
private sector occupations, had almost completely missed 
aged residential care workers.
While the Canterbury District had achieved a local award 
in 1973, a national rest home workers award had not been 
achieved until 1980. There was still opposition to the award 
from employers, the majority of whom were from the 
Religious and Welfare Providers Group. 
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Indeed, if these workers had left their attempt to form an 
award until after compulsory arbitration was abolished in 
1984 they would never have succeeded.

The 1980 national award had three classifications – Cook-
General, Cook, and Other Workers.

Care workers were deliberately not recognised as the 
employers believed they were not real workers but simply 
“contributing to a worthy cause”. As late as 1982 the 
Salvation Army was still arguing before the Arbitration 
Court that these workers should not be covered by the 
award if the organisation was not seeking “any pecuniary 
gain” from the work. 

The 1972 Equal Pay Act had seen the phasing out of 
specifically gendered pay rates but rest home workers did 
not notice much change as just about the whole workforce 
was female. In fact, the Canterbury Award had a single set 
of pay rates with a sentence indicating that if a male worker 
was employed his rate would be specifically negotiated 
between the worker and the employer. In the end, the 
Arbitration Court imposed a four-step process to equal pay 
using random equal pay rates as the target.

While the Muldoon-led National Government’s 1982-84 
wage freeze held up improvements in workers’ conditions, 
the election of the Lange-led Labour Government saw the 
removal of the wage freeze, and the organising of rest home 
workers taking off with a new drive for union workplace 
structures, union delegate education, and regional and 
national delegates’ meetings.

The Government policy of moving continuing care patients 
out of public hospitals into aged residential care put the 
focus on the difference between the wage rates for Hotel and 
Hospital Workers’ Union public hospital members (cleaners, 
food service workers and orderlies) and rest home members.

From 1985 the union organised around four demands:

 • Parity of pay rates and other conditions with workers 
   carrying out the same work in public hospitals;
 • Recognition of a qualification for care workers and 
   extra pay for those who had completed the qualification;

 • A revision of the staff-resident ratios in the Old People’s 
   Homes Regulations to keep up with the increasing acuity.

The NZ Rest Home Award rate at the time was $4.45 an 
hour, the weekend part-time rates were time and a quarter, 
and penal rates for working on public holidays were less 
than double time. 

Public hospital part-time workers at that time were paid 
$5.49 an hour, time and a quarter at nights, time and a half 
and double time for working weekends, and triple time for 
public holidays.

The claim from rest home workers to match the 
public hospital employment conditions was supported 
enthusiastically by meetings of rest home workers, but 
industry employers were less than enthusiastic without 
additional government funding.

Although compulsory arbitration had been removed in 
1984, because of the rise in the organisational capacity of its 
unionised workforce, including the first sector strikes, and the 
massive public support for newly-organised workers, the aged 
care employers agreed that union parity claims could go to 
the Arbitration Court for a decision in both 1985 and 1987.

The union was not fully successful before the Court, but 
rest home workers received double the increase of any other 
workers at that time. For the first time, the Court accepted 
that workers supporting residents with personal care were 
entitled to a higher rate (equivalent to the cook’s rate) 
to recognise the skill required in this job and introduced 
an additional allowance for caregivers with a Level 1 
qualification.

While the employers’ all-male witnesses in the 1987 case all 
argued that the work of caregivers was unskilled (one said 
the work was “similar to the work that women did in their 
own homes”), they did agree to many of the union demands 
to lift the employment conditions of the predominantly 
female workforce by the end of the 1980s.

By 1990 the caregiver base rates were similar to the 
public hospital rates, weekend rates had been increased to 
time-and-a-half, a shift payment and free meal had been 
introduced for night shift workers, bereavement leave had 
been improved, sick leave had increased to 10 days per year, 
the award coverage had been extended to day centres for 
the elderly, and caregivers were looking at using the about-
to-be-passed Employment Equity Act 1990 as a point of 
leverage to increase their wages even further. 
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We had won improved staff-resident ratios through the 
updated Old People’s Homes Regulations and a National 
Certificate in Rest Home Care was recognised by the 
employers and Government and paid time off work was 
provided to complete this qualification at your local 
polytechnic. 

With the election of the National Government in 1990 this 
progress came to a grinding halt. The Employment Equity 
Act 1990 was repealed and the Employment Contracts Act 
was introduced. The NZ Rest Home Workers Award expired 
on 30 April 1991 and the Licensed Rest Homes Association 
said they had no interest in renewing it without major cuts 
to penal rates, overtime and leave arrangements.

The Religious and Welfare Providers Group agreed to roll 
over the award for a further 12 months with a 2 percent 
wage increase, and on expiry they then demanded the same 
clawbacks as the private owners.

The 1990s was a period of massive destruction of 
employment rights for aged care residential workers, even 
though the union fought a rearguard action in some areas 
to protect the conditions of members. Sick leave, night and 
weekend rates, qualification payments and union rights 
were taken away while new hours of work and employment 
status clauses were introduced through “take it or leave the 
job” individual contracts or employer-captured collective 
contracts.

In the 30 years since the 1991 Employment Contracts Act, 
apart from the pay equity settlement, not much has changed 
for aged residential care workers as my fellow panelist 
Rasela Mulitalo will outline. It is time for a new strategy to 
get back what we have lost.

John Ryall is the former E tū Assistant National Secretary 
who has been active in the union movement for over 40 
years. He was largely involved in campaign strategies to 
improve the wages and employment conditions for low paid 
and precarious workers.

Rasela Mulitalo

Talofa lava. My name is Sela Mulitalo and I have been 
working in the age care sector for over 15 years with 
different companies. 

The 2017 care and support equal pay settlement was a great 
win for tens of thousands of low-paid women workers. We 
finally felt that we were valued and respected as workers.

Even though this was a win for us it came at a cost. We soon 
saw hours being cut, no guaranteed hours and short staffing 
became a real big issue across the sector as employers raced 
to restore their profit margins.

In my experience, it has become very difficult to organise 
members simply because employers are either anti-union or 
they just like making us workers feel powerless.

While the equal pay settlement guarantees minimum pay
rates until 2022, it is probably fair to say that it is harder 
now to negotiate a collective agreement without going 
into a battle over what we call basic human rights – 10  
days annual sick leave, guaranteed weekly and daily hours 
of work, redundancy compensation, long service leave, 
weekend payments and qualifications.

Qualification is a big letdown. Part of the equal pay 
settlement was for all employers to ensure carers could 
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sit Level 4 of the NZ Certificate in Health and Well-being 
by the end of 2022. Unfortunately, this is not the case 
in most aged care facilities. There is no support to gain 
qualifications and carers are asked to complete them in their 
own time, which leads to many workers failing. 

These are some of the challenges we face today.

Our current employment law is so weak we have not 
achieved a collective agreement with our aged care employer 
despite two years of negotiations. During this time, we 
engaged in countless negotiation sessions, attended four 
separate meetings supported by the mediation service, had 
four strikes and we spent months in a facilitation process 
with the Employment Relations Authority. 

Despite this effort our employer wore down the members. 

 • Giving more hours on the roster to non-union workers.

 • Employing new workers on work visas that were tied to 
   their employer.
 
 • Picking on union members with warnings and two 
   workers being dismissed.

When we started the bargaining process, we had 75 percent 
of care workers in the union and after two years of fruitless 
bargaining, taking up thousands of hours of union time, the 
percentage of union members decreased to below 50 percent.

While it is tough to win a collective agreement and be in 
a union in your workplace, this has not discouraged more 
workers in care and support going on strike or standing on 
a picket line to fight for better working conditions. A recent 
example is the Auckland Lifewise home support workers’ 
campaign.

Older people are coming into residential aged care a lot 
later in life. There are more complex health issues facing 
care workers and greater skills needed to support these 
people. Care staff need the proper support, encouragement 
of upskilling and training to provide the quality of care our 
older people deserve. 

My experience is that collective bargaining site by site is 
a waste of union resources. It doesn’t change the power 
relationship between the workers and the employer and 
does not solve the problems that our older people in aged 

care residential services face. We need industry-based 
bargaining to set common employment conditions and an 
industry approach to a better deal for our elderly and aged 
care workers.

Thank you

Rasela Mulitalo is an aged care residential worker who has 
been actively involved in her union E tū on its Community 
Support Services Industry Council and Komiti Pasifika. 
She was the 2020 E tū Activist of the Year for her work in 
organising Pasifika members around the General Election 
and Living Wage campaigns.

Nadia Abu-Shanab

History is a living breathing phenomena. You can trace 
her shape encircling rooms, relationships, institutions, and 
movements. We don’t always see her, but it pays to recognise 
her presence and keep her in dialogue. She suits being in 
movement. She holds questions, answers, and generative 
challenges. Most importantly of all, she influences the 
contested currents which lead toward our collective future.
 
Aotearoa is a unique place in so many ways. One way it 
delights me is the unparalleled access our small country 
gives us to those who worked together to shape the history 
of this country. If you arrive at the right gathering, you can 
be in the presence of those who played a key role in the 
social and workers’ upheavals of the 60s, 70s and 80s. Many 
of them, like John Ryall, will tell us there is no clean division 
between social and union struggle. Unions are social 
movements.

For this reason, I’m curious about a particular brand of 
myopic fascination among union leaders and academics 
around what is happening in the UK, Australia or the 
USA. It’s useful to glean insights and analysis from looking 
to labour struggles happening overseas. The struggle of 
Amazon warehouse workers being brutally managed via 
algorithm and facing off against the richest man in the 
world is rightly worth our attention. We can recognise 
that capital does not see borders, but instead, labour 
markets ripe for exploitation. Our struggles are global and 
interconnected. That said, if our interest is in genuinely 
shifting the balance of power back toward working people, 
then we need to be present on the land on which we stand. 
Lessons from this context are so valuable. 
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I hope supporters of the incredible Labour History Project 
can be generous with me while I extend the reaches of 
the above observation a bit further. We are lucky to have 
the LHP being so attentive to our context and its history. 
I’m sure many enthusiasts of labour history would agree, 
sometimes an interest in union history can be expressed just 
as myopically as an interest in unionism overseas. We have 
a choice; we can choose to look backwards and sideways 
with the intention to learn while being active participants 
in the present. Or, we can choose to critically focus on the 
struggles we are unaccountable to as a refuge. If we embrace 
history as a moving force, we can avoid the pull of a refuge 
where we stagnate in a doom-scroll of obituaries dedicated 
to our defeat. The questions for this panel are about this 
dynamic relationship with the present; what would history 
want us to know? What are the lessons which help us 
remember not just the stories of loss, but of the potentiality 
of our power? And how do we avoid being trapped by some 
of the legitimate devastation of the 80s?

Thanks to older mentors I have been lucky enough to work 

alongside, I’ve been trained to believe that working people 
can win. Some of them are here at this Symposium. It is 
a privilege to have been politically trained by people who 
wrestled with that defeat, but did not, to paraphrase Cornel 
West, allow defeat the last word. 
These panelists have rich and timely lessons to share. For 
my part I am a person who was somewhere between born 
and unborn during the onslaught of the late 80s and early 
90s. Me and my peers know nothing but this current reality. 
My generation is one well-versed in all the arguments for 
unionism. Contrary to what more defeated elements in the 
union movement told me, young people are interested in 
joining unions. My experience has been that when people 
know what a union is and get to witness and participate in 
ambitious unionism, they are hungry to be involved. 

We stand at the interface of multiple crises. They blossom 
out like ugly petals from a pistil of colonial capitalism. 
Environmental collapse. A reckoning for racial injustice. 
A global pandemic sending workers out to their deaths. 
Hyper-exploitation and the makings of trillionaires. These 
urgent issues call upon us to understand unionism as one 
of the most powerful weapons working people have at their 
disposal. The 80s are a lesson, but they are also a challenge 
to be overcome. Unions remain a vehicle for which we can 
keep changing the course of history. 

Nadia Abu-Shanab is of Palestinian and English descent. 
She is a mother, trained early childhood teacher and trade 
unionist. She works for NZEI Te Riu Roa and lives in Porirua.

Conor Twyford

Tēnā koutou
Tēnā koutou
Tēnā koutou katoa
Ngā mihi nui ki a koutou katoa

The corner I am coming from on this panel is as a 
long-standing active member of unions and community 
organisations. I’m not unique in that but I am very lucky to 
have been granted the privilege of working pretty much full 
time with members of NZEI Te Riu Roa on climate and  
Just Transition issues. 

I want to look at the issue of climate change as it affects 
working people.
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I thought, given this is a labour history lecture, that I would 
go back in time to see what Marx said about ecological 
breakdown. When I undertook my environmental science 
degree in the early 1990s I studiously avoided reading 
Capital and managed to scrape by with a ‘C’ for an essay on 
this exact topic.

Still not in the mood to study Marx, I reached out to our 
esteemed colleague Jim McAloon for help a couple of weeks 
ago. He could do far more justice to Marx than I will do 
in the time I have and I do want to cover other things but 
here’s a brief segue and recap:

I proposed to Jim that Marx did not have a lot to say about 
ecological breakdown. As he noted, on the one hand, you 
might say that’s hardly surprising. When Marx was writing 
it would have been hard to predict the scale of what we are 
now dealing with. 

However, Marx did write about the ecological consequences 
of capitalism.1 Famously (or perhaps not so famously) he 
said, “The history of nature and the history of men are 
dependent on each other so long as men exist.” 

Marx is probably best known for his concept of “alienated 
labour” under capitalism, yet for Marx the fundamental 
source of alienation was our estrangement from nature. This 
began with the enclosure of common land, but Marx also 
talked about the loss of a way of life in which people found 
meaning in their connection to nature.2 He recognised 
that our connection with the land has been broken under 
capitalism, the mode of production that now rules the 
planet and is in fact destroying it.

Marx’s colleague Engels also wrote about the consequences 
of industrialisation - about pollution, especially of 
waterways. In fact, both Marx and Engels understood the 
Earth’s ecosystem as dynamic and complex — an intricate, 
delicately balanced process of interacting components 
where any changes that occur feed back with new, and often 
unpredictable, effects.3

Jim would go so far as to suggest that Marx’s entire critique 
of capitalism was based on the imperative of endless 
accumulation, and of course Marx acknowledged that all 
production in the end rested on natural resources. 

So. Bearing that in mind, and flipping that around:
If all production in the end rests on natural resources, and if 

we acknowledge that Marx and Engels both did in fact have 
something to say about ecological breakdown and ecological 
justice, then we can return to focusing on the issue of justice 
more broadly.

Where I am going with this is to say that today’s ecological 
issues, and the need for climate justice, for a just transition 
that meets the needs of working people, are really the same 
issues we have always fought for in the union movement, 
and that Marx highlighted at the very start. 

Unions were born out of the struggle for social justice 
in its many forms… we have campaigned for an end to 
racism, gender discrimination, ableism and of course class 
oppression. Now that needs to include an end to climate 
injustice. Because ecological breakdown affects everyone, 
but it affects marginalised groups most of all.

Unions at their best have been incredibly effective 
community organisations, organising and coalescing around 
these issues.

There are lots of examples. One of the most famous and 
earliest are the Green Bans on building both here in 
Aotearoa and in New South Wales in the 1970s, when Jack 
Mundey and the New South Wales Builders’ Labourers’ 
Federation (BLF) imposed 42 union bans on potential 
construction sites in the state.4 In more recent times, some 
unions at least (there have been notable and predictable 
divisions) have supported indigenous activists’ fight against 
the Keystone XL pipeline in the United States.5 Various 
Climate Justice groups have sprung up in the States and 
around the world, often with the engagement of local unions 
and I think we will see increasingly more of this.6 

So, does history provide the answers for how to address 
our current crises? And if so, what can it teach us?

First, we can see that the original analysis still holds, despite 
the fact that this climate emergency could not have been 
dreamt of in the 19th century. That much is true.

And if we look at union history, then we can remember 
the constructive role that unions have often played 
in organising across movements – with their relative 
abundance of resources and stability at least compared 
to many other activist groups. I’m thinking about Bastion 
Point, and of course the 1981 Springbok Tour, as well as 
much more recently, the Living Wage movement, as well 
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as the many union networks and committees that have 
been built over time such as Rūnanga, Komiti Pasifika and 
Rainbow networks.

I grew up in Australia so missed the 1981 Springbok tour 
but was fortunate enough to watch Patu! a couple of months 
ago. That indeed is a masterclass in movement building 
and allyship. Powerful tactics were employed during the 
tour to progress the protests, and many activists were either 
from unions or became union movement leaders, including 
some of my respected colleagues on this panel. That is a 
proud heritage. Unions understand very well the power of 
community organising, of working together with allies on 
widely, deeply felt issues, ideally over the course of decades.

Like all community movements, however, we are good at 
remembering our history and also at forgetting it. And new 
people come and they don’t have the history.

We need to remember to continue to build across 
movements, and not to become too insular. It is a constant 
struggle when the issues that we work with are often so 
all consuming, that we become siloed, fragmented and 
variable allies.
 
We need to value and use the tried and true methods of 
organising (first rule: find your people) while at the same 
time also using the new tools now available to us. And we 
need to continue to build enduring relationships with other 
movements, something the living wage movement has of 
course done so successfully. 

So, on to the second part of the question: can history 
show us the way forward, or is it a trap?

It can be a trap if we forget to remember that we are 
creating history every day that we do the mahi. Women 
have always played a hugely important role in unions but 
all too often patriarchy still rises up to suppress us. Gender 
binaries are dissolving around us and all of us need to be 
respectful and cognisant of that. The disability movement 
is gathering steam and has important things to say about 
the contribution that people from diverse physical and  
neurological backgrounds have to make. We are truly in an 
era where intersectional, intergenerational issues are rising 
up to confront and challenge us all and we need to engage 
with that.

In terms of the rise of Black Lives Matter and the revival 

of indigenous sovereignty movements, there is a very 
real challenge now across the globe to decolonise and 
re-indigenise and that is going to challenge all of us with 
privilege. 

If we go back further in time than Marx, in the Aotearoa 
context, back to 1840 and indeed 1835, then we 
have the founding documents of He Whakaputanga 
o te Rangatiratanga o Nu Tirene: the Declaration of 
Independence, followed 5 years later by Te Tiriti o Waitangi.
 
While many unions have been good at prioritising the 
needs and concerns of Māori and Pasifika, we need to ask 
ourselves whether we have done, and are doing, enough. 
Are we doing what is needed as a labour movement to 
address our own structures of power in terms of resourcing, 
decision-making and addressing inequity in terms of 
upholding our responsibilities as Treaty partners?

Then if we wind forward to much more recent times, 
we have the excellent work done by Dr Moana Jackson, 
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Margaret Mutu and others via the many hui held during 
the Matike Mai process which looked at the need for 
constitutional transformation (not just reform).7 The 
terms of reference given to Matike Mai were: To develop 
and implement a model for an inclusive Constitution for 
Aotearoa based on tikanga and kawa, He Whakaputanga o 
te Rangatiratanga o Niu Tireni of 1835, Te Tiriti o Waitangi 
of 1840, and other indigenous human rights instruments 
which enjoy a wide degree of international recognition.

Earlier this month the Matike Mai Constitutional 
Convention was held and Dr Jackson in his keynote stated 
that “for Māori living in a colonised state [there is a need to] 
continue to reclaim mana motuhake and rangatiratanga.”8

Dr Jackson has spoken previously of the need to create 
structures and spaces that recognise indigenous space, 
tauiwi space and the relational space between. At all times 
in this process, we need to prioritise the needs of Māori.

That is what I want to look at in my thesis this year: how can 
putting Māori first in everything we do - how can looking 
at the world through the lens of Mātauranga Māori - which 
is an applied science with its own empirical basis - provide 
the ways forward for addressing climate change? Because 
if we go down that road by definition we have to question 
everything - how we relate to nature and each other, how we 
structure our working days, how decisions get made. How 
we work in allyship. Where we start when we set out to build 
campaigns. 

How we give up power. And so much more. 

Te Takanga o Te Wā, the Māori History Guidelines, give 
us pointers as to how we can begin to think differently and 
act differently in relation to the planet.9 Core concepts 
underlying the guidelines are:

 • Tūrangawaewae
 • Whakapapa
 • Whanaungatanga
 • Kaitiakitanga
 • Mana motuhake

Each of these require us to think outside our individualistic, 
colonial box about such things as connection to the land 
and each other, responsibility for the whenua and to each 
other, to those who came before us and those coming ahead 
of us; ecological justice and indigenous sovereignty. And 
that’s just my uneducated take.

I don’t think we’ve done this before to the degree needed 
now. And what we do know is that the old ways of thinking 
aren’t working. Even with the most excellent tools and 
knowledge that we have.

Today, with climate change threatening life itself, the 
ecological contradictions of capitalism have reached truly 
dire proportions. The environmental crisis will undoubtedly 
play a far larger role in the demise of the system that Marx 
and Engels alluded to 150 years ago.

Yet I have great hope because of movements like the School 
Strikers and because unions are taking on that profound 
work of decolonising.

The newer ecological Marxists argue, rightly, “that 
capitalism is ecologically unsustainable, and that socialism 
is necessary to establish a rational relationship to the 
rest of nature. However, to build a movement capable of 
transforming society in this way, we need to recall Marx’s 
early emphasis on both the material and spiritual needs 
that can be met only by a fully rewarding and respectful 
relationship to the rest of nature: in short, we need a 
Marxism, and indeed a unionism, that is green, as well as 
ecological.”10 Even more than that, we need a social justice 
movement that understands and is embedded within Te 
Ao Māori and the realities of living in and being connected 
to this beautiful whenua - and a labour movement that 
expands the possibilities of politics.

So yes, history has so much to teach us and the old analyses 
and tools are incredibly powerful. And, we need to take a new 
tack that builds on the excellent work unions have already 
done and are doing… and then take it to the next level.
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Nō reira 
Tēnā koutou 
Tēnā koutou 
Tēnā koutou katoa

Conor Twyford is the Organiser: Relationships with 
Communities for NZEI Te Riu Roa, where her main focus is 
implementing the union’s climate change strategy. She has 
been active in community and union movement mahi all her 
working life.

1 https://theconversation.com/what-karl-marx-has-to-say-about- 
 todays-environmental-problems-97479
2 https://www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1867-c1/ch27.htm
3 https://www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1845/condition- 
 working-class/ch04.htm
4 https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2020/may/12/ 
 jack-mundey-was-an-australian-hero-who-saved-sydney-from- 
 the-bulldozers-and-shaped-a-generation-of-activists
5 https://www.newyorker.com/news/daily-comment/joe-bidens- 
 cancellation-of-the-keystone-pipeline-is-a-landmark-in-the- 
 climate-fight?fbclid=IwAR0ZIROMuTKoVtD3X4Yp5cbDaxK 
 gUh2twFCfGuBSoYwTJEXmf7-6d4qyw5o
6 https://cfjwj.org/
7 https://nwo.org.nz/wp-content/ 
 uploads/2018/06MatikeMaiAotearoa25Jan16.pdf
8 https://www.scoop.co.nz/stories/PO2102/S00047/matike-mai- 
 constitutional-convention-leading-national-discussion-for- 
 change.htm
9 http://maorihistory.tki.org.nz/en/programme-design/te-takanga- 
 o-te-wa-maori-history-guidelines-year-1-8/
10 https://theconversation.com/what-karl-marx-has-to-say-about- 
 todays-environmental-problems-974
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Paul Maunder, LHP Bulletin Editor, reflects:

The symposium left me with the feeling of having 
experienced a contradiction at a deep level, but one which is 
not easy to articulate.

Having started off on a high (the victory at Kinleith), 
the union movement, as a social and political institution, 
obviously diminished in power and influence during the 
1980s. From the Federation of Labour having a high 
media profile and with ready access to government, the 
body became something of a marginal player. And this 
diminishing has never been reversed.

Of course, this is explicable. During the decade the 
manufacturing sector virtually disappeared, and this sector 
had provided the labour intense work sites that were often 
the base of militant unionism. But as well, white collar 
jobs were re-organised with short term contracts and an 
approaching digitalising of work. Meanwhile the service 
sector grew, characterised by low wages and precarious 
conditions. There was probably only hard-fought-for 
continuity in health and education, both sectors proving 
resistant to neoliberalism.

This was the negative story of the day.

The positive story was the diversification of the union 
movement during this same period, opening itself to 
women, other gender, Māori and Pasifika voices, leading 
to campaigns for equal pay, against sexual harassment and 
racial discrimination and beginning to bring tiriti relations 
into the movement.

The contradiction is that the garden in which this flowering 
took place diminished in size, even though the impulse was 
shared with more human rights focused campaigns. And 
there have been some notable blooms: the important care 
workers campaign and of course the more recent living 
wage campaign.

Yet, at the end of the day, at the negotiating table, a worker 
is a worker and a manager a manager, no matter what 
gender, race or sexuality either might be. The culture of the 
organisation getting the case together and the negotiating 
process should be inclusive, but that is not ultimately the 
matter up for negotiation, nor can failure be excused by 
good intentions.

Put it this way: If the negotiating team is ethnically, gender 
and sexually diverse, yet doesn’t achieve a good result, there 
is a cultural achievement yet ultimately a union failure. 
Scale this up to workers not getting their share of the cake 
and growing inequity, the end of union monopoly and 
the reduction of collective bargaining, poor health and 
safety, the housing crisis, an inadequate benefit system…  
The latter can be downplayed and the former celebrated 
– and there is cause for celebration − but also a failure if 
it becomes the goal of the union movement, that is, if the 
culture of the union movement becomes the central focus of 
the movement, as a way to sidestep the dominant crisis.

And was it in the eighties that this possible confusion of 
intent, imposed by crisis, became present?

In writing this I become aware of being on dangerous 
ground, but perhaps I am old enough and irrelevant enough 
as a Marxist to test the thinning ice of post modernism.

Grant Brookes, PSA Eco Network National Co-
Convenor and nurse, reflects: 

History, as they say, is written by the victors. And in 
Aotearoa in the 1980s, there is no doubt who the victors 
were. So complete was their control of the narrative that up 
until February’s Symposium even my own memory, as a 
young adult during that decade, contained recollections of 
dole queues but none of the strike at Kinleith. 

As a consequence of this, the newly restored Kinleith ’80 
film, shown at the start of the day, was an eye-opener. 
For me it was riveting to see the power of working people 
when we organise and the way that industrial struggle 
can transform every area of our lives, from our gendered 
relationships to cultural attitudes. The people in the film 
looked and sounded like my uncles and aunts. It brought 
the history to life. 

From that high point, as a number of speakers observed 
soberly, the trajectory for our class was downhill. 

But not everything was lost. As I entered the workforce 
myself in the following decade, the gains from “Fighting 
sexual harassment in the 1980s” had been sustained – at 
least in my unionised, public sector workplaces. Those oral 
histories from the Clerical Workers Union in the early eighties 

Reflections on the LHP Symposium: ‘From Kinleith to the 
dole queue: workers’ struggles of the 1980s’. 
Paul Maunder and Grant Brookes
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were eye-opening, in a different way. They were shocking. 

A highlight of the day for me was the presentation on 
“Workers’ resistance to destructuring in the 1980s.” This 
challenged the prevailing state-centred account of the rise 
of neoliberalism, which sees it as a response to the failure of 
Keynesian policy prescriptions and an organised takeover 
by ideologues in Treasury and in the Fourth Labour 
Government. 

The alternative explanation offered, in terms of a class 
assault to address a crisis of capitalist profitability, seems 
to me to allow an answer to the question posed in the final 
“Panel on Intergenerational conversations”: “Does history 
provide the answers for how to address our current crises?”

That answer is – yes it does, when theorised correctly. Many 
of the systemic drivers are the same today. Viewed through 
the right lens, history provides us with track markers 
and signposts the pitfalls. Although they do not know it, 
multitudes of working people in this country owe a debt of 
gratitude to the LHP for keeping the flame of scholarship 
alight and organising symposiums such as this, where 
answers might be found for us all.
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Somewhere a cleaner, edited by Adrienne Jansen with Te 
Rongomai Tipene-Matua, Joan Begg, Wesley Hollis, 
Nicky Subono (Wellington: Landing Press, 2020)
Reviewed by Pauline Harper

Behind every mop and every cake of anti-bacterial soap 
there is a human being with a name, an identity, a life.  
These lives and identities are brought into focus through 
Somewhere a cleaner, a lively collection of poems and prose 
edited by Adrienne Jansen, Te Rongomai Tipene-Matua, 
Joan Begg, Wesley Hollis and Nicky Subono, and published 
by Landing Press.

The voices are extraordinarily diverse.  It seems everyone 
– well a surprisingly high percentage of all of us - has been 
a cleaner at some stage of their lives. The philosophy of the 
publisher certainly lives through this 174-page collection: 

“We want to make poetry part of everyday life. We want 
to give a voice to people who don’t have much voice. We 
want to turn over all those stones and find all those poets,” 
say Landing Press. To do this, they look for poets in all 
kinds of places and publish poetry books that they hope all 
kinds of people will enjoy. They produce and promote both 
printed poetry and poetry that goes off the page – spoken, 
performed, filmed, sung…

Somewhere a cleaner captures the spirit: the highs and the 
lows, of this occupation that often falls below the radar. The 
poems range across hospitals, offices, marae, clocks, schools, 
boat hulls, and more. The poets themselves, a mix of novice 
and established writers, are equally diverse. 

This anthology gives a voice to a profession both invisible 
and indispensable. But there are also as many emotions and 
heartfelt cries that flow like changeable currents through 
as many different rhythms.  In Don Franks’ “The cleaner’s 
song” he starts off saying: “In the dark cold spooky night-
time when it’s best to be in bed, that’s when we leave our 
families and head off to clean instead…,” with his final lines:

we need to get more cleaners in the union so we can 
speak as one, and we’ll get more pay… when we stand 
and say that the cleaning won’t be done, because if 
they didn’t have us cleaners of every different race, 
this old world would be an absolutely filthy place. 
When we clean their streets and offices we brighten 
up their day. So why don’t the dirty contractors just 
tighten up our pay?

The fact that cleaning is essential, hard work and, in our 
many recent months of Covid-19 fears and anxiety, work 
that is keeping this country safe, the human beings doing it 
all are often over-looked – and underpaid.

But there are many notes that come through the voices that 
have their say in Somewhere a cleaner. Some are funny and 
create stories in their heads as they clean; to get through 
university, to plan their future or that of their children, or 
because they’re in transition.  Like Gary Bradshaw in his 
“Dance with the buffer”: “I hold you tight and you bloody 
well fight against me….as together we push, pull, dish, dash 
across the parquet hall like two clumsy teenagers who are all 
left feet at a high school ball.” 

Gary is cleaning a Wellington pub and writes: “I loved the 
early morning quiet, the focus it brought me and the feeling 
of satisfaction once my morning was over.” He was at 
university at the time.

Then there are a number of women, often migrants from 
the Philippines, Cook Islands or Samoa or other Pacific 
Islands, as well as refugees from war-torn countries, who 
clean with a song, a dream, a vision for their children. 

In Melissa Puna’s “Wake-up call” she conveys the many 
emotions being etched into the psyche of the cleaner: 

She gets a weird sense of satisfaction mopping the 
ward floors, making neat, wet streaks with the mop, 
exactly parallel to each other…the staff treat her better 
now, but she wonders if they know that she’s got twins 
or that she plays netball on Saturdays and runs five 
times a week.

“The supervisors’ story” from Paula Atiagu and Ana Aumua 
explains a thing or two. “The worst cleaners are men. This 
one man, his job is 5 to 8 pm. But I see him leave at 6. I 
go looking for him and he’s at the pub.”  These two, who 
happen to be cousins and come from the same village in 
Samoa, have worked as cleaners for a long time.  They want 
to give such men “a hiding with a broom. That’s what I say 
to myself.”   But they are equally quick to see the human 
side – and maybe forgive. “You go to check on the cleaners, 
and you can hear someone singing, loud. That’s how they 
tell the others that you’re here.”

However, rather than drudgery and invisibility negating the 
profession of cleaners, throughout this astonishing collection 
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of voices there is an unexpected flip to religious ritual and 
a sense of the ‘cleansing’ element which is associated with 
spirituality and prayer.  A far cry from some of the more 
literal tales of toilet cleaning and other human detritus.

Sri Lankan Sahara Sarothilli started cleaning in her 
home when she was very small. A ritualistic activity that 
involved sweeping every room with the coconut broom and 
after cleaning water and turmeric powder was sprinkled 
throughout. “It cleans all the bad stuff from the house.” 
Now she cleans 40 rooms on the fourth floor of a city hotel. 
She is proud when the manager opens a door to a room and 
says “wow!”

We hear the words too of the many hospital ward cleaners 
who are often the sympathetic ear for “the lonely people 
nobody comes to visit” from Tony Beyers “Dust and ashes”. 
“Her palliatives instead are fresh cloths and fluids and 
kindly intended remarks; and a defenceless heart that can’t 
always choose what not to know.”

Whether there’s ritual involved, people are in transition, 
or they’re ‘forever’ cleaners, the reality of cleaning is never 
overlooked in Somewhere a cleaner. It’s essential work, it’s 
hard work, it’s often shitty and taking place in the dark, 
cold hours of the night. Everyone who reads this book will 
recognise that a living wage must be paid.

Mele Pealua, originally from Tonga, sums up the ‘fight’ in 
the last few lines of her strong poem “My journey”: 

Many Pacific people are cleaners

We do it because New Zealanders don’t want to.

But us, we never say no, we have to.

If you don’t work there’s no food on the table.

Our people have the lowest education.

If you come from a background of low education,

You have that strong will to change it

I learnt to speak on behalf of the cleaners

What do we want? The living wage.

When do we want it? Now.

That’s the message we have to deliver

We have a heart of fighting and we never give up.

Somewhere a cleaner proves its point. “Somewhere a poet 
is cleaning a bathroom. Somewhere a cleaner is writing a 
poem,” writes Rachel McAlpine in the introductory pages.

Somewhere a cleaner can be purchased from all good 
bookshops. Read it and be reminded that somewhere a 
cleaner is nearby. And making us smile today because of 
their mop, their broom, their anti-bacterial soap, their 
vacuum cleaner.

Oliver Sutherland, Justice and Race - campaigns 
against racism and abuse in Aotearoa New Zealand 
(Wellington: Steele Roberts Aotearoa, 2020)
Reviewed by Mark Derby

A lanky entomologist with a studious manner, Oliver 
Sutherland seems an unlikely front man for radical 
protest, yet he spent much of the 70s and 80s leading 
protests and investigations into institutional racism in this 
country’s justice system. In doing so he was maintaining 
and extending the legacy of his father, the philosopher and 
pioneering race relations researcher Ivan Sutherland, and 
the subject of his son’s previous book. 

Oliver Sutherland was born into a family culture of 
engagement with high-profile Māori, and an acute 
awareness of the racism at the heart of our most cherished 
institutions. This new book, a memoir of his work with 
the Auckland Council on Racism and Discrimination 
(ACORD) and similar groups, records in agonising detail 
how institutional racism has caused Māori and Polynesian 
young people, in particular, to be routinely subjected to 
extreme inhumanity. It is also a tribute to the author’s 
determination to end such practices.

Starting in 1969 as a DSIR scientist in Nelson, and after 
prompting by his Māori relatives and acquaintances, Dr 
Sutherland began visiting police cells in which confused 
young people, overwhelmingly Māori, were held after their 
arrests. He found that they seldom understood their legal 
situation, lacked any legal representation, and typically 
pleaded guilty regardless of the circumstances. There was at 
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that time no state system to ensure legal representation for 
these highly vulnerable defendants, so Sutherland arranged 
free lawyers for them and sometimes bailed them out and 
cared for them in his own home. 
He carried on with this work after a job transfer to Auckland 
in the mid-70s, finding that children as young as 13 were 
remanded to Mt Eden Prison in the company of adult 
offenders. Up to 80 percent were Māori, although they 
made up around 40 percent of youth arrests. The disparity 
showed what a difference a brown skin made in a system 
designed and staffed by Pākehā who proudly proclaimed 
that “British justice” meant everyone would get a fair go. 

The term and concept ‘institutional racism’ were unknown 
in this country before Sutherland and several others 
introduced them after a formative visit to the US in 
1972. The following year ACORD released its findings 
in the paper Justice and Race – a monocultural system in a 
multicultural society. Their work was furiously attacked, 
and widely misrepresented as alleging that individual 
magistrates were personally motivated by racism, rather 
than administering an inherently inequitable system. 

Sutherland carried on undeterred, despite implied threats 
to his career as a research scientist, and on one occasion the 
prospect of a lengthy prison term for breaching the Official 
Secrets Act.

Working closely with members of anti-racist groups such 
as the Polynesian Panthers and Ngā Tamatoa, he revealed 
that as late as 1971, children under the age of eight faced 
criminal charges for offences such as burglary, theft or 
fraud. They often ended up in ‘children’s homes’ that were 
operated with a casual cruelty which strains belief. The 
deputy principal of Auckland’s Wensleydale Boys Home 
advised his staff in 1974 that “a number of boys are being 
allowed to go to the toilet during the night. This should 
not happen. … we would prefer a boy wet his bed… All 
sorts of trouble starts from this sort of thing eg. smoking, 
absconding, stealing etc.”

ACORD’s work, and Sutherland himself, became nationally 
known and he was increasingly contacted by the parents 
of young people who had been subjected to treatment that 
amounted to torture. At Lake Alice psychiatric hospital 
electro-convulsive therapy was routinely administered to 
children as young as eight, as a form of punishment for “bad 
behaviour.” ACORD’s exposure of this practice resulted in 
the departure of the psychiatrist, the closure of the Lake 

Alice adolescent unit and, some decades later, an official 
apology and a $10 million payout. 

This is not an easy book to read, and not only because 
its content is frequently distressing. Dr Sutherland has 
used a scientist’s training to draw on years of accumulated 
paperwork, including his evidence to the 2018 Royal 
Commission of Inquiry into historical abuse in state care. 
He has assembled and presented his data with great care, 
giving full acknowledgment to those who worked alongside 
him. The result has something of the feel of a written 
submission to a state agency, although one studded with 
truly horrifying case studies.

The author’s exceptional warmth and humanity is revealed 
in the words of others, such as 16-year-old Robert who 
considered suicide after he was remanded to Mt Eden 
Prison. He later became a regular guest in the Sutherland 
family home and gave his opinion of this experience in 
poetic form:

My friend is a doctor of bugs and insects

He helps me feel less like one of society’s rejects

He showed me friends can come from all walks of life

To help carry burdens and comfort strife

He helped bring out the best in me

And even in prison my spirit is free

Mark Derby is a Wellington historian. His latest book is an 
unofficial history of Mt Eden Prison. 

REVIEWS



www.lhp.org.nz


