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Abstract 

This thesis describes and analyses the 1977 State Electricity Commission of Victoria 

maintenance workers‟ dispute. As a significant regional industrial dispute, an analysis of 

its origins and development adds much to our understanding of regional labour history in 

the Latrobe Valley, as well as making a contribution to the literature on the causes of 

lengthy Australian disputes. 

 

The dispute is examined within its complex local, state and federal context, including 

relevant economic, political and industrial factors. This influenced both the items in the 

log of claims which was provided at the start of the dispute in March 1977, and impacted 

on its course and its ending. While the dispute over the log of claims was expected to be 

a minor event, the actions of the SECV over a more emotive issue, that of contract 

labour, provided the trigger for a strike which was ill-advised in its broader context. 

 

During the severe power restrictions which were imposed by the SECV over a period of 

four weeks, industry was almost at a standstill and up to 500,000 workers were stood 

down. The state government amended the Essential Services Act 1958 (Vic), and had a 

state of emergency declared. Both the SECV and the state government insisted that the 

major claims go to arbitration. Despite the length and personal costs of the dispute, in 

the short term the maintenance workers received little benefit from it.  

 

The narrative of the dispute is enhanced by the inclusion of material from interviews of 

participants. This brings subjectivity to an account otherwise derived from documentary 

sources. These interviews also indicated three themes which come out in the narrative: 

the control over the dispute by the rank and file, the extensive support for the dispute 

from the community, and the effect of the Melbourne-LV divide. The latter operated 

across the unions and their members, between the local and the state peak councils, and 

within the SECV. 

 

In order to add to our understanding of lengthy disputes, the events of 1977 are analysed 

using Kelly‟s Mobilisation Theory. This provides a greater focus on social relationships 

and interactions than traditional methods of industrial relations analysis. In particular, it 

provides a means of incorporating the local industrial identity when considering those 

factors which impact on the origin and continuation of disputes.   

 

The dispute is compared and contrasted to two other lengthy disputes in the Australian 

electricity industry. These are the South East Queensland Electricity Board 1984-86 

dispute over contract labour, and the Electricity Commission of New South Wales 1973 

35-hour week dispute. This comparison, which also uses Mobilisation Theory as the 

research framework, assists in understanding the common or unique features of each 

dispute, including the particular contexts of each. While Mobilisation Theory has much 

to offer as a means of examining lengthy disputes, the length of the 1977 dispute is 

better explained by the changed local, state and federal contexts since previous 

mobilisations. These were no longer conducive to a dispute which could be viewed as a 

challenge to the government or to the SECV‟s managerial prerogative.  
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Chapter One: Introduction 

Tuesday 18 October 1977. A fine, sunny morning in the Latrobe Valley, which at 

10.30am sees some 2,000 men streaming onto and around the oval at the Morwell 

Football Club ground.
1
 They are members of 11 unions

2
 at the State Electricity 

Commission of Victoria‟s (SECV) Latrobe Valley (LV) operations, and have been out 

on strike, off and (mostly) on, since 9 August. There is a sense that today will be the day 

for resolution of this lengthy dispute, which has resulted in the imposition of severe 

power restrictions across the state,  the virtual shutting down of Victorian industry, and 

up to 500,000 workers being laid off,. 

The mood is generally one of optimism – today the Full Bench of the Australian 

Conciliation and Arbitration Commission (ACAC)
3
  will give its decision on their claim 

for a pay increase through an Anomalies hearing. After more than nine weeks out on the 

grass, the men were persuaded to go back to work the previous Thursday, assured by 

Bob Hawke, President of the Australian Council of Trade Unions
4
 (ACTU), that their 

wage claim had justice. The ACAC had promised a speedy hearing over the following 

                                                 
1
 The detail on the mass meeting is based on a tape recording of this meeting lent to me by Lloyd Davies, 

as well as newspaper reports of the time. 
2
 The eleven unions involved were the Australian Building Construction Employees and Builders‟ 

Labourers‟ Federation  (ABCE&BLF), Amalgamated Metal Workers‟ and Shipwrights‟ Union 

(AMWSU), Amalgamated Society of Carpenters and Joiners of Australia (ASC&J),  Australasian Society 

of Engineers (ASE), Australian Timber Workers‟ Union (ATWU), Building Workers‟ Industrial Union of 

Australia (BWIU), Electrical Trades Union of Australia (ETU), Federated Ironworkers‟ Association of 

Australia (FIA), Federated Moulders‟ (Metals) Union of Australasia (Moulders‟), Operative Painters‟ and 

Decorators‟ Union of Australia (OPDU) and the Vehicle Builders Employees‟ Federation of Australia 

(VBEFA). 
3
 The body was titled the Australian Conciliation and Arbitration Commission (ACAC) during the period 

1973 and 1989. Prior to that, it was the Commonwealth Court of Conciliation and Arbitration (1904-1956) 

and the Commonwealth Conciliation and Arbitration Commission (1956-1973).  After 1989 it became the 

Australian Industrial Relations Commission (AIRC).  ACAC will be used for the period before 1989, to 

reduce confusion. 
4
 In 1977 the ACTU was the largest federal peak union body, representing 131 mostly blue collar unions. 

It merged with the white collar peak councils, the Australian Council of Salaried and Professional 

Associations representing 30 unions in 1979, and the Council of Australian Government Employees‟ 

Organisations representing 24 unions in 1981. 
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three days, including sitting over the weekend, with a decision to be handed down the 

following Monday. 

The men had gathered on that Monday, the day before, full of optimism, to be 

presented with the news that the presentation of the unions‟ case had taken longer than 

anticipated. The decision was promised for today, Tuesday 18 October 1977. 

Expectations are high – surely being given more time to present the unions‟ case 

was a good sign? However, the decision was made known to the shop stewards at 10am, 

and the news has trickled out to others. There are no smiles from the men at the 

microphone. Despite this, when the meeting is opened by Ted Turnbull,
5
 he is greeted 

with the usual good-natured banter from the men, and has to struggle to be heard. His 

opening statement is brief, merely handing the microphone over to John Halfpenny,
6
 

who has the unfortunate task of telling the men the result of the Anomalies hearing. 

Halfpenny commented that he was given „all the rotten jobs‟, and the news 

would be short, „I can‟t say sweet‟, giving notice to the gathering that they weren‟t going 

to like what he had to report. He was indeed brief, simply paraphrasing from the 

summary of the decision of the ACAC, telling the men that „on the material put before 

us we are unable to find any grounds which would justify granting the unions‟ claim for 

a wage increase. Therefore the unions‟ claim is rejected‟.
7
 The men greeted the news 

with disbelief and disappointment. Halfpenny‟s passionate report went on to implicate 

ongoing government interference in the dispute as at least partly to blame for the 

unfavourable decision. He further implied that it was only due to the intervention of 

                                                 
5
 Ted Turnbull, ETU shop steward, Secretary of the ETU Latrobe Valley (LV) sub-branch, President of 

the SEC Latrobe Valley Shop Stewards Committee (SSC), Vice President of the Central Gippsland Trades 

and Labor Council (CGTLC). 
6
 John Halfpenny, State (Victoria) Secretary of the AMWSU, had been at a number of the later mass 

meetings and had generally presented a report on proceedings in the ACAC, where he had been given 

leave to appear for the AMWSU. 
7
 For the full decision see Electrical Trades Union of Australia and Others v State Electricity Commission 

of Victoria (1977) 194 pt 2 CAR 654.    
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ACTU President Bob Hawke that the men had agreed to take their grievance to the 

ACAC for resolution. The men had been assured that the „justice and the merit of the 

argument in support of the claims‟ would be recognised. Halfpenny finished by noting 

that the men had „tried it their way‟ and now the decision was whether to „go on and do 

it our way‟. Members of the crowd, who cheered and clapped, greeted this statement 

with enthusiasm. 

The popular shop steward Sam Armstrong
8
 [we can‟t see you Sam, stand up - 

interjector] was then asked to move a recommendation to the meeting on behalf of the 

Shop Stewards Committee (SSC). The crowd was riled by this time, and greeted a 

shouted interjection of „gonna get a fight‟ with cheers of approval. Sam Armstrong, 

another passionate orator, reminded the men of the extensive support for the strike from 

all around Australia; he also noted that it was not the wish of the men to engage in a 

political struggle, all they wanted was to be able to negotiate with the SECV over the 

justice of their claims. He stressed to the men that if they decided to continue the fight „it 

will be a long, hard battle‟ with the SECV expected to issue notices of dismissal, and to 

ask the government to send in troops to keep the power stations running. This last 

suggestion led to much muttering which drowned out Sam‟s words. Sam reminded 

everyone that solidarity continued to be critical, that „there will be pressures from all 

parts on you … to split us down the middle‟, and that everyone needed to support each 

other. He then moved the resolution to the meeting: „That we continue the dispute and 

retire indefinitely‟, which was received enthusiastically by the crowd. 

The motion was seconded by George Wragg,
9
 another respected shop steward, 

who also spoke to the meeting. He was known for his intellectual approach to industrial 

                                                 
8
 Sam Armstrong, AMWSU shop steward, Secretary of the LV Branch of the AMWSU, Secretary of the 

SSC, President of the CGTLC. 
9
 George Wragg, AMWSU shop steward, President of the LV Branch of the AMWSU, Executive 

Committee member of the CGTLC, member of the CGTLC Disputes Committee. 
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matters, and responded in kind on this occasion. He called this the mens „moment of 

truth‟. He described the decision of the ACAC as „an insult‟, an „arrogant disregard of 

our intelligence‟ which demonstrated that the court represented only the interests of the 

employers. He exhorted the men to fight on, that they were at the point of success and 

should hold out a little longer. Acceptance of the judgment (and the resulting return to 

work) would be nothing less than defeat. In his opinion, and in that of many others he 

said, they should fight on, that „we should take up the struggle where we put it down last 

Thursday [the decision to return to work to allow the anomalies case to go to the ACAC] 

and force the issue to an acceptable and honourable result‟. He asserted that the decision 

rested with the men, that no-one could blame them if they were exhausted by the 

struggle. His words however belied the suggestion that there was a choice in the matter, 

and that a decision to return to work would be an acceptable alternative. For George 

Wragg, the fight would be „with the knowledge that what we do is right, is just, and in 

the final analysis is the only thing which is left for us to do‟.   

Other speakers for and against the motion were invited to come to the 

microphone. One speaker, who noted that in previous disputes he had been a supporter 

of the Arbitration Commission, expressed his anger at the members of the ACAC, whom 

he described as „bloody fools‟ who were „frightened of the federal and state 

governments‟. The crowd clapped this statement and started to talk amongst themselves, 

drowning out another speaker who was against the motion. This speaker managed to 

make himself heard, but his call for commonsense, that there was nothing to be gained 

and even more to lose by continuing the dispute was not what the men wanted to hear, 

and he was jeered and heckled. Another speaker jumped in, pointing out that it was not a 

matter of being able to afford to stay out. The issue was the fight for their rights, that it 

was a just fight which would be supported by every workingman in Australia, that „all 
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the members of the union movement in the whole of Australia will come forward and 

support you in this fight, and I will guarantee that to you today‟. The crowd was in a 

fighting mood. This was what they wanted to hear, and it was greeted by claps and 

applause. 

Sam Armstrong in reply to the speakers noted briefly that the decision made that 

day was critical. If the decision to continue the strike was supported, it would need to be 

every man in it together for a successful outcome. He was asked to read the revised 

recommendation which now stated „We condemn the Arbitration for its inhuman 

decision on the SEC workers‟ claims. Now we continue the dispute and retire 

indefinitely. We call on all unions throughout the country to give us their full support in 

this dispute.‟ This motion reflected the mood of the crowd and was cheered and clapped. 

The chair of the meeting, Ted Turnbull, called for unanimous support, but after a 

show of hands for and against, announced that the recommendation had been carried 

„almost unanimously‟. The meeting was closed with the shop stewards leaving to meet 

in the town to discuss the next steps in the campaign. 

So after ten weeks, the dispute appeared to be no closer to resolution.  

The decision of the meeting to continue the strike encapsulated the frustrations of 

the maintenance workers. Their concerns included: the restrictions on wage increases by 

the ACAC which was holding firmly to its wage indexation principles; the perception of 

ongoing interference in the dispute by both the state and the federal governments; and 

suspicion on the part of the workers as to why the ACTU had intervened, with Bob 

Hawke viewed as a „settler‟ not a „winner‟ of disputes. Furthermore, members of the key 

operational unions in the SECV, the Municipal Officers‟ Association of Australia (SEC 

Branch) (MOA) and the Federated Engine Drivers and Firemen‟s Association of 

Australasia (FEDFA), had continued to work during the dispute, maintaining electricity 
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generation. Lastly, the maintenance men perceived that they were not being given the 

respect that they were due, both as individuals and as a significant group of workers in 

the state‟s vital electricity generation industry. 

So how did this day come about, what events led up to it, and how was the 

dispute eventually resolved? What were the issues that caused this dispute to be so 

significant? What themes emerged from the dispute and what lessons can be learnt from 

it? This is the story that follows. 

Over two months earlier, on 9 August 1977, approximately 2,300 maintenance 

workers at the SECV in the LV, Victoria, had voted to withdraw their labour 

indefinitely. This unsanctioned strike resulted in the longest period of electricity 

restrictions in the SECV‟s history to that time, and was the most severe in terms of its 

effects on personal and community hardship.
10

 The maintenance employees did not 

return to work until 25 October 1977. 

The 1977 SECV maintenance workers‟ dispute (hereafter referred to as „the 

dispute‟, or the „1977 dispute‟) was an important regional labour dispute. It was a 

significant event in the industrial history of both the LV and the SECV. Three decades 

later, participants described the bitterness between unions which still exists. This study 

seeks to describe and analyse the dispute as a means of extending understanding of this 

crucial event, and to build on and add to the literature of lengthy disputes. The 

knowledge generated from this study will offer new insights into, and so inform, labour 

history practice. As well as contributing to labour history, it will enrich local social and 

corporate history.  

The dispute demonstrated a significant example of industrial relations activity 

which was controlled by and focused on shop floor structures. Such activity at the 

                                                 
10

 Public Record Office Victoria (PROV), VPRS 9822/P1/Unit 1, File 2, Chief Engineer to AGM(O), 2 

November 1977. 
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workplace level was generally accepted to be not well developed in Australia during the 

1970s with its centralised industrial relations structure.
11

 There was however a „diversity 

of practice‟
12

 and this was noticed in the LV SECV, where a strong workplace 

organisation was well established. This resulted in a unique and complex series of 

relationships between the SECV, the unions, employees and the local community. 

Industrial relations analysis in Australia has traditionally focused on the role of 

institutions such as the national and state industrial relations systems,
13

 resulting in such 

analysis being conveniently located within the seminal framework offered by Dunlop‟s 

Systems Theory.
14

 This was not surprising given the key role played by industrial 

tribunals (and by extension trade unions and employer associations) in Australia, 

reflecting the prominent role of the state in industrial relations.
15

 Dunlop‟s model 

favours structures over process and motivation,
16

 and is thus less concerned with the 

behaviours and relationships which affect the commencement and sustaining of disputes.  

Australian labour history has similarly been accused of having a narrow focus on 

the study of institutions such as trade unions and political parties and their behaviour.
17

 

While it may be the case that „institutional forces … have played the crucial role in 

                                                 
11

 Norman F. Dufty, Industrial relations in the Australian metal industries, West, Sydney, 1972, p. 255; 

K.F. Walker, 'The development of Australian industrial relations in international perspective', in W.A. 

Howard (ed.), Perspectives on Australian industrial relations: essays in honour of Kingsley Laffer, 

Longman Cheshire, Melbourne, 1984, pp. 1-19, p. 113. 
12

 Roger Lumley, 'Control over the organisation and conduct of work: evidence from some Australian 

workplaces', Journal of Industrial Relations, vol. 25, no. 3, September 1983, pp. 301-316, p. 303. 
13

 J. Benson and K. Hince, 'Understanding regional industrial relations systems', in G.W. Ford, J.M. Hearn 

and R.D. Lansbury (eds), Australian labour relations: readings, 4th ed., Macmillan, South Melbourne, 

1987, pp. 129-146. 
14

 John T. Dunlop, Industrial relations systems, Henry Holt and Company, New York, 1958. 
15

 Russell Lansbury and Grant Michelson, 'Industrial relations in Australia', in Peter Ackers and Adrian 

Wilkinson (eds), Understanding work and employment: industrial relations in transition, Oxford 

University Press, Oxford, 2003, pp. 227-241. 
16

 Braham Dabscheck, Australian industrial relations in the 1980s, Oxford University Press, Melbourne, 

1989, p. 2. 
17

 For example, see Robin Gollan, 'Australian labour history', in Gregory S. Kealey and Greg Patmore 

(eds), Canadian and Australian labour history: towards a comparative perspective, Australian Society for 

the Study of Labour History, Kensington, N.S.W., 1990, pp. 5-19; Peter Sheldon and Louise 

Thornthwaite, 'The state, labour and the writing of Australian labour history', Labour History, no. 100, 

May 2011, pp. 83-104; Lucy Taksa, 'Oral history and collective memory: labour rituals and working class 

memory', Oral History Association of Australia Journal, no. 16, 1994a, pp. 46-52. 
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shaping relationships between workers and employers‟,
18

 there is now an increased 

awareness that working class history is more than the history of such formal 

institutions.
19

  There are many different types of groups, and the relationships within and 

between them may have differing impacts on industrial relations.
20

 This recognition has 

accompanied a move in Australian labour history away from an institutional focus to a 

greater emphasis on the role of social structures and relationships, and the actions and 

discourse of workers.
21

 It is important to recognise that not only the relationships within 

and between institutions, but the personal interactions between managers, supervisors 

and workers which may develop as part of the local industrial identity, are pivotal when 

discussing the notion of conflict in the workplace. Thus for the 1977 dispute, while the 

structures which were in place as a result of the local, state and federal economic, 

political and industrial contexts were important in shaping events, it was the social 

relationships and interactions which played a major part in determining the cause, and 

the course, of the dispute.  

                                                 
18

 Jonathan Zeitlin, 'From labour history to the history of industrial relations', Economic History Review, 

vol. 40, no. 2, May 1987, pp. 159-184, pp. 177-8. 
19

 R.W. Connell and T.H. Irving, Class structure in Australian history: documents, narrative and 

argument, Longman Cheshire, Melbourne, 1980; Janet McCalman, Struggletown: public and private life 

in Richmond 1900-1965, Melbourne University Press, Carlton, 1984. 
20

 Nikola Balnave and Greg Patmore, 'The politics of consumption and co-operation: an overview', Labour 

History, no. 91, November 2006, pp. 1-12; Bradley Bowden, Simon Blackwood, Cath Rafferty and 

Cameron Allan (eds), Work and strife in paradise: the history of labour relations in Queensland 1859 to 
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This study moves on from traditional methods of analysis to consider and utilise 

more recent social movement theory and in particular its application to industrial 

relations analysis through Kelly‟s
22

 Mobilisation Theory. This provides a basis for 

consideration of lengthy disputes by the analysis of the social interactions which affected 

the initiation, continuation and cessation of mobilisation. These relationships and 

interactions including those between workers who supported the action and those who 

stayed at work; between the peak union bodies involved; and between the union officials 

and the rank and file, were important in the development of the dispute.  

The relationships which had been established within the industrial identity of the 

maintenance workers and the interactions which occurred during the course of the 

dispute will be highlighted through three themes which emerge from the dispute. These 

are the effect of the Melbourne-LV divide which existed between the unions, the peak 

councils and the SECV; the extensive support during the strike from both the local and 

the wider community; and the control over the dispute by the rank and file. 

Two specific sets of questions will be focused on. Firstly, why did the strike 

occur, given the insistence by the SECV during the 1970s on referring claims to 

arbitration? What event or events precipitated the decision to strike? Secondly, why did 

the strike last for such a long period? That is, how was the momentum of the strike 

maintained?  This study will use qualitative methodologies including individual 

interviews of participants and documentary research within both primary and secondary 

sources to assist in the collection of relevant data to answer the research questions.   
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The 1977 SECV maintenance workers‟ dispute has generally been neglected in 

the academic literature, despite its length and impact. This is surprising, given that „long 

strikes are exceptional in many places and many times.‟
23

 

The exceptions are two publications by John Benson which have examined the 

1977 dispute. The first,
24

 an article in the Journal of Industrial Relations co-authored 

with Dennis Goff, provided background to the dispute, including the major industrial 

issues, as well as looking at the immediate causes and giving a chronology of the major 

events during the dispute. This was an important contribution to the historical record, 

coming as it did so soon after the handing down of the decision in the work value case 

conducted by the ACAC. Benson and Goff noted „the peculiar circumstances of the 

Latrobe Valley‟
25

 as well as raising key issues such as the role of the state government 

and the relationships between the Victorian Trades Hall Council (VTHC), the Central 

Gippsland Trades and Labor Council (CGTLC) and the LV shop stewards which might 

explain the length of the dispute. 

The other significant contribution by Benson
26

 was a chapter in his doctoral 

thesis. This thesis focused on the role of shop stewards in a centralised industrial 

relations system; the relationships through which this role manifests itself; and how the 

perception of the role affects the behaviour of individual shop stewards. Two case 

studies of lengthy disputes in the LV SECV, one of which was the 1977 maintenance 

dispute, demonstrated the control exercised by the stewards. This case study examined 

the dispute in terms of local union leadership, including stewards‟ role definition, tactics 
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and strategies used. In addition, the functions of the stewards, their strike organisation 

and their social relationships were discussed.  

The dispute remains part of the industrial folklore of the region, with bitterness 

between unions lingering more than 30 years later. As a long-time resident of the LV, I 

witnessed the impact which the dispute had, both at a personal and at a community level. 

The inability of the strikers to provide for their families was a blow to their pride, and 

for many, recovering financially was a lengthy process. In the community, businesses 

suffered, and many other local workers were laid off as a result of the severe power 

restrictions. These resulted in industry across the state of Victoria coming almost to a 

standstill, sporting and community events being cancelled, and heating, cooking and 

television watching limited. 

The impact of the dispute, and in particular the lengthy strike which formed a 

part of it, was extensive. The full story of the dispute deserves to be told as an 

acknowledgement of its impact on those who were involved. It is also important to have 

an accurate historical record of such a significant event while those who were directly 

involved are still able to assist in its reconstruction. 

This thesis will examine the dispute of which the strike was one part, albeit a 

newsworthy and significant one. The term „dispute‟ will be used to refer to the events 

which occurred between the serving of a log of claims in March 1977, until December 

1979 when a new industrial award for builders‟ labourers employed by the SECV was 

granted. The term „strike‟ will be used to refer only to that part of the dispute between 9 

August and 25 October 1977 when the maintenance workers in the LV withdrew their 

labour from the SECV. 

This thesis will argue that the physical and industrial context within which the 

dispute occurred was a significant factor in the way it started and why it lasted for so 
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long. This context centred around the LV and its evolution from an isolated rural area to 

a new industrial region; the nature of work under the paternalistic management style 

within the SECV; and the industrial history and behaviours which accompanied the 

growth of the SECV within the region. These all influenced the development of 

relationships between the local rank and file and their unions, the CGTLC and the 

VTHC, and between the local and Melbourne-based management and industrial relations 

staff of the SECV. The locale formed the basis of the socially constructed traditions, 

organisations and relationships which evolved. These led to a particular industrial 

identity which was important in the conduct of the dispute.  This theme will be more 

extensively developed in Chapter Four which describes the local context within which 

the dispute occurred. 

As well as the specific local context, the wider context at both state and federal 

levels impacted on the course of the dispute. What began as just an ordinary dispute 

developed into a perceived trial of will between the LV maintenance workers, the SECV 

management and the state government. Because of the importance of these contexts, and 

in order to fully explore them, they will be discussed in detail in Chapter Five.  

I will now outline the structure of the thesis. 

The thesis is a description and analysis of the lengthy 1977 SECV maintenance 

workers‟ dispute, framed within the industrial, political and economic context of the 

time. It has commenced with a description of a critical event during the dispute. This 

was a mass meeting of the workers held on 18 October to hear the decision of the ACAC 

on the wage claim. This has set the scene, giving an idea of the depth of emotions among 

the rank and file after ten weeks on strike, and the concerns of the men. At this meeting 

the men learnt of the unfavourable decision of the ACAC and in response voted to 

continue the strike indefinitely. 
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Chapter two will locate the 1977 dispute within the literature relating to lengthy 

disputes. This will be done firstly through an examination of the frequency of lengthy 

strikes in Australia. This will be followed by a similar examination of strike length and 

frequency in the electricity generating industry in Australia and within the SECV. These 

will confirm the unusual length of the 1977 dispute. A discussion of the theoretical 

literature relevant to lengthy strikes will introduce the literature focussing on conflict as 

the basis of strikes. It will then move on to Mobilisation Theory, which has developed 

more recently from the social movement literature, and which emphasises the social 

processes involved in initiating, sustaining and ending industrial mobilisation.  

Chapter three will explain and describe the use of narrative method to tell the 

story of the 1977 dispute. To enable the construction of the narrative, two sources were 

used to collect data about the dispute and its specific contexts. These two sources were 

semi-structured personal interviews of participants in the dispute, and documentary 

research within both primary and secondary sources. This enabled the triangulation of 

content from multiple sources, as well as providing an opportunity for participants to 

recall the dispute some 30 years later. Data from these two sources were melded to 

compile the narrative of the dispute, and from within this, several key themes were 

identified. 

Chapters four and five will describe key features of the local (LV), state 

(Victorian) and federal (Australian) environments at the time of the dispute. They 

describe the industrial, political and economic contexts, which are important in framing 

the factors which sparked and then maintained the dispute. The local and the broader 

state and federal contexts will be described in separate chapters of the thesis, since the 

story of the dispute itself is quite complex. Trying to link the elements of the context at 

multiple levels with events during the dispute would have made for a complicated 
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narrative branching off in a number of directions, seemingly not directly related to the 

events on the ground. The other way of managing the various contextual issues would 

have been through footnotes, but these would have been lengthy. The context is 

significant for the way the dispute began, unfolded and ended, and it was thus seen as 

meriting a fuller description than might otherwise have been possible. 

Chapter four describes the complex local context of the dispute. It begins with a 

description of the physical setting and its impact on the development of a local industrial 

identity. This is followed by a brief history of the establishment and growth of the 

SECV, and a discussion of some specific industrial features within this organisation in 

the LV. The features described include the strong shop stewards organisation; the role of 

the CGTLC in coordinating local industrial action; the general state of industrial 

relations within the SECV; and three specific industrial issues which were of particular 

importance to the LV SECV maintenance workforce at the time of the 1977 dispute. 

These were the issues of wage relativities, the ongoing campaign for a single federal 

award to cover SECV workers, and the emotive and longstanding issue of contract 

labour. The first two issues were both important in the formulation of the log of claims 

early in 1977, and the third provided the trigger for the strike. 

Chapter five extends our understanding of the context within which the dispute 

was located by describing the broader state (Victorian) and federal (Australian) 

economic, political and industrial environment. Three specific factors which had an 

impact on the dispute will be discussed. These are firstly, the economic context which 

featured high inflation and high unemployment. The second factor is the impact of the 

Australian arbitration and wage setting context, which centred at that time around wage 

indexation as the principal means of awarding wage increases for employees. The third 
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factor is the industrial context, including the legislative responses of both the state and 

federal governments to a series of high profile strikes earlier in 1977.  

Chapter six provides a detailed narrative of the dispute, from the serving of the 

log of claims until the end of the last related case in the ACAC in 1979. This chapter is 

divided into three sections covering the three phases of the dispute:  the serving of the 

log of claims through to the placing of bans; the withdrawal of labour and escalation of 

the dispute; and the return to work and the events after the strike ended. In this, the main 

chapter of the thesis, the narrative of the events which transpired will draw out some of 

the significant themes of the dispute. These include the control over the dispute by the 

rank and file, and the extensive support for the strike by the wider community. Also 

described are those occasions when the „them and us‟ divides – local versus Melbourne, 

and wages versus salaried workers - came to the fore. These three themes, as well as the 

interplay between individuals and groups, illustrate the importance of the social 

interactions which occurred in the withdrawal of labour, the consequent lengthy 

mobilisation, and the return to work. 

Chapter seven will provide an analysis of the dispute, keeping in mind that any 

strike is „a social phenomenon of enormous complexity which, in its totality, is never 

susceptible to complete description, let alone complete explanation.‟
27

 This chapter will 

focus on the three themes which were identified in the narrative of the dispute. These 

were firstly the control over the dispute by the rank and file. The second theme is the 

extensive support for the strikers and their cause from the wider community including 

unions and rank and file from all over Australia. The third theme from the dispute is 

around the Melbourne-LV divide, which formed a part of the local industrial identity. 

This divide was seen across the unions and the peak union councils, and within the 
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SECV itself. A final section in this chapter will consider the ending of the strike and the 

impact of the strike both personally and on relationships. 

Chapter eight will discuss the wider significance of the 1977 SECV maintenance 

dispute. This will be done in two ways. Firstly, the dispute will be located within the 

relevant literature on lengthy strikes, in order to relate it to that literature. This 

discussion will focus on Mobilisation Theory and its applicability to the 1977 dispute, 

and in particular whether it contributes to an explanation for the length of the latter. 

Secondly, a comparison with two other major Australian disputes will be used to 

reinforce the importance of context (political, economic and industrial), the particular 

grievance, and mobilisation by both unions and the employer/government on the 

commencement and continuation of lengthy disputes.  The two lengthy disputes which 

have been selected for comparison are the Electricity Commission of New South Wales 

(ECNSW) 35-hour week dispute of 1973, and the South East Queensland Electricity 

Board (SEQEB) contract labour dispute of 1984-1986. These two disputes are then 

compared and contrasted with the 1977 SECV maintenance workers‟ dispute. This 

analysis provides a contribution to the literature on lengthy disputes, as well as shining 

further light on the distinguishing features of the 1977 maintenance workers‟ dispute. 

Chapter nine will provide a brief conclusion to the thesis. It will discuss the 

effectiveness of Mobilisation Theory as a means of analysing industrial disputes, and the 

extension to it which this thesis contributes. It then discusses the two sets of research 

questions which were posed at the beginning of this chapter, provides some thoughts on 

lessons from the 1977 dispute, and outlines suggestions for further research. This is 

followed by a series of Appendixes which provide additional information on the 

personalities involved, the interviewees and some more detailed data relating to the 

dispute. 
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This concludes the outline of the thesis.  

The next chapter will frame the dispute within the literature of lengthy strikes. 

This will be done firstly by providing a brief overview of the pattern of strikes, including 

their length, in Australia after 1945. That will be followed by a discussion of the strike 

pattern, including length, in the electricity generating sector in Victoria, and in particular 

within the SECV. These discussions will place the length of the 1977 dispute into 

perspective and confirm its unusual nature. The literature on lengthy disputes will then 

be considered. The latter will focus particularly on the contributions offered by social 

movement theory and more recently by John Kelly‟s
28

 Mobilisation Theory. The latter 

places more emphasis on the social processes involved in industrial disputes, and may 

provide greater insights into explaining lengthy disputes. 
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Chapter Two: Review of the literature  

The previous chapter began by describing the mood of the strikers at a significant 

point during the dispute. They were not prepared to return to work without what they 

regarded as wage justice, and respectful treatment from the ACAC. The 1977 dispute 

was a major event within the LV, but despite this, it has not generally featured within the 

literature on Australian lengthy disputes.  

In order to place the strike within this dispute into its context, this chapter will 

discuss the literature within three areas. These are firstly around strike frequency and 

length in Australia. Secondly, the length and frequency of strikes within the SECV, and 

particularly in the LV, will be considered. Thirdly, a discussion of the theoretical 

literature of strikes will focus on two areas: the role of workplace conflict as the 

underlying cause of industrial disputation, and consideration of the social processes and 

relationships which are involved in a decision to take strike action. The latter has been 

recently articulated within Mobilisation Theory. 

There is an acknowledgement that some strikes become protracted battles,
1
 but in 

general the literature does not offer a distinction between the short and the lengthy 

strike. Yet this is of interest in trying to differentiate the reasons for each, and in trying 

to predict the course of particular strikes. 

The strike pattern in Australia 

This section will provide an overview of findings relating to the length of strikes 

in Australia since 1945. An examination of this strike pattern demonstrates that the 

pattern of disputation in Australia after World War II was generally of short strikes of 

between one and two working days, a trend which has continued to the present with 
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some minor exceptions.
2
 The generally small proportion of lengthy strikes, which I have 

defined as strikes of 20 days or longer, serves to demonstrate the unusual nature of the 

eleven-week strike of the SECV maintenance workers. 

In Australia, the short strike (a temporary cessation of work as a collective 

response) has become a way of showing dissatisfaction to management, in the absence 

of formal grievance procedures, rather than the beginning of a trial of strength over an 

issue.
3
 The Australian arbitral system is generally considered to have shaped this pattern 

of short strikes, which became a means of accessing arbitration rather than a means of 

coercion.
4
 Thus the trend has developed of short strikes followed by a resumption of 

work, in the majority of cases without recourse to formal negotiations.
5
  It has been 

suggested that one reason for this is the large proportion of „illegal‟ (not officially 

sanctioned by the relevant union/s and/or a state or federal peak union council) strikes 

often called at plant level.
6
 The growth in the number of short strikes may thus indicate a 

slow but discernible division between union executives and officials and their members, 

both in the need for industrial action and in identifying those issues important to the rank 

and file. This is an important context for the 1977 dispute. 

Explanations of the cyclic pattern of Australian strikes have tended to be based 

on variations in the domestic economic environment, although this may be governed by 

                                                 
2
  L. J. Perry, 'Comments on the decline in strikes in Australia', Australian Bulletin of Labour, vol. 30, no. 

2, June 2004, pp. 134-148. 
3
 Braham Dabscheck, The struggle for Australian industrial relations, Oxford University Press, 

Melbourne, 1995, p. 95. 
4
 Chris Briggs, 'The changing contours of labour disputes and conflict resolution in Australia: towards a 

post-arbitral measurement framework', Australian Bulletin of Labour, vol. 32, no. 4, 2006, pp. 345-364; 

Braham Dabscheck, 'A decade of striking figures', Economic and Labour Relations Review, vol. 2, no. 1, 

June 1991, pp. 172-196; Braham Dabscheck and John Niland, Industrial relations in Australia, George 

Allen & Unwin, Sydney, 1981, p. 71; W.A. Howard, 'Australian trade unions in the context of union 

theory', Journal of Industrial Relations, vol. 19, no. 3, September 1977, pp. 255-273; Walker, 'The 

development of Australian industrial relations in international perspective', p. 7; Malcolm Waters, Strikes 

in Australia: a sociological analysis of industrial conflict, George Allen & Unwin, Sydney, 1982, p. 26. 
5
 L.J. Perry, 'A long-term perspective on industrial disputes in Australia: 1913-2003', Economic Papers, 

vol. 24, no. 3, September 2005, pp. 263-279; Walker, 'The development of Australian industrial relations 

in international perspective', p. 8. 
6
 Hugh Armstrong Clegg, Trade unionism under collective bargaining: a theory based on comparisons of 

six countries, Basil Blackwell, Oxford, 1976, p. 77. 



20 

 

international influences.
7
 Changes in the duration of strikes have also been correlated 

with the economic situation, with longer strikes during periods of low inflation and 

higher unemployment. It is suggested that this results from greater resistance of 

employers during economic downturns,
8
 and a greater commitment required by 

members over issues seen as important.  

By the mid-1970s, the Australian economic environment had changed 

significantly from the previous boom times. During the 1950s and 1960s, a rapidly 

expanding economy as a result of the growth, differentiation and protection of the 

manufacturing industry, strong consumer demand and low unemployment had resulted 

in a seller‟s labour market. Shop floor organisation expanded in the traditionally militant 

areas such as the waterfront, meat processing, public transport and the metal trades, 

managerial prerogative became limited, and closed shop or union preference 

arrangements were common. This resulted in a number of unions taking direct action 

rather than waiting for changes via the arbitration system,
9
 with employers encouraged 

to make over award payments to hold labour and avoid stoppages. During the early 

1950s increased numbers of strikes were seen to be a reaction to high inflation, although 

strike frequency fell from then until the late 1960s during a period of growth in real 

wages.
10

 As well, in the early 1960s, there was the beginning of a significant change in 

the composition of Australian trade union membership. From 1954 to 1971, a slow but 

consistent decline in Australian union density to 49 per cent from its peak of 63 per cent 

was attributed to the rise of white-collar employment and service industries where 
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unionism had often been weak,
11

 to the anti-communist propaganda arising from 

communist influence in many unions,
12

 and to reduced employment in areas of union 

strength such as coal mining and the railways.
13

 The increased numbers of white collar 

workers in unions were generally less accustomed to taking industrial action, and this 

assisted in maintaining a period of relative industrial calm.  

During this period (1950-1970), the proportion of strikes which were four weeks 

or longer fell from an average of 2 per cent (between 1951-1955) to only 0.7 per cent 

(between 1966-1970). This pattern changed in the early 1970s, when the relative 

importance of these longer strikes increased, moving upward again to 2 per cent of all 

strikes. There was also an increase in the proportion of all strikes lasting for five days or 

more from an average of 8.9 per cent between 1961-65, to 11.8 per cent between 1966-

1970, then to 19.4 per cent in 1971-75, after which this proportion fell slightly.
14

 

The increased duration of strikes over wage issues to an average of more than 

three days was particularly noticeable. These strikes over wage issues on average had 

over twice the strike frequency and four times the lost time than was the case during the 

1960s.
15

 An all time high in the number of disputes occurred in 1970, a year of economic 

prosperity, after which the rate was lower but variable except for 1974 when the number 

of strikes peaked again, at 2809,
16

 after plateauing at about 1500 per year between 1950 

and the early 1970s.
17

 1974 also recorded the highest number of working days lost ever 

recorded, over six million, with white-collar unionists becoming more militant, and with 
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1977 the lowest point of the decade.
18

 This was a time of high inflation following the oil 

crisis and after 1974, of high unemployment, and the withdrawal from involvement in 

the Vietnam War.  

The change in the composition of union membership continued, with most 

growth in the unions of non-manual employees in the public sector, at both state and 

local levels, and in some service sector and mixed unions, including nursing, public 

servants and shop employees.
19

 During the period 1969 to 1976, the proportion of white-

collar members grew from 29.6 percent to 38.3 percent.
20

 

In the mid-1970s, the introduction of wage indexation, and the combination of 

high inflation and increased unemployment were associated with a subsequent decline in 

strike activity.  From 1976 figures returned to those of the 1969 and 1970 level.
21

 The 

characteristics of strike activity did not change however, with strikes over money 

matters continuing to be important, although the majority of strikes during the second 

half of the 1970s were related to physical conditions and managerial policy, including 

retrenchments.
22

 Longer strikes however remained relatively important for the rest of the 

decade. For example, in 1973, almost twenty per cent of working days lost were the 

result of strikes of twenty days or longer, and in 1977, these longer strikes resulted in 

over 26 per cent of working days lost.
23

 The proportion of lengthy strikes of four weeks 

or more however hovered at around 2.0-2.2 per cent during the 1970s, but in the context 
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of an average overall duration of strikes of between one and three days between 1960 

and the early 1980s.
24

  

From 1982 the number of disputes and working days lost commenced a steady 

downwards trend,
25

 and the overall trend to shorter strikes resumed. This has been 

related to the Prices and Incomes Accord between the ACTU and the Australian Labor 

Party (ALP) which was reached just before the federal Labor government took office in 

March 1983.
26

 This reduction in strike numbers occurred despite a shift away from 

centralised wages determination to greater enterprise and workplace bargaining, which 

might have been expected to introduce more opportunities for striking as part of the 

bargaining process.
27

 However, it was also a time of decreasing inflation and the onset of 

recession, and the start of a period of the highest unemployment levels since World War 

II.
28

 It was also a time when casual and part time employment started to become more 

significant, together with the disadvantageous working conditions often associated with 

them.
29

 Employment growth moved from areas of union strength to areas of union 

weakness, with casual employment growing between 1982 and 1989 by 89 percent, 
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while unionisation rates in this group of workers fell to only 18.8 percent by 1990.
30

 

Overall union density continued its decline and by 2000 Australian union density, once 

the highest in the world, was reduced to only 25 percent.
31

 

These changes to union density and changes in forms of employment from the 

early 1980s were associated with a decline in both strike numbers and their average 

duration,
32

 and in 1990, the proportion of disputes lasting 20 days or longer was only 0.9 

per cent.
33

 The continuing decline in inflation and a move to right-wing values since the 

1970s have also been suggested as significant factors.
34

 This trend to fewer disputes, and 

the predominance of short disputes, continued into the 1990s.
35

 

This brief examination of trends in strike length has confirmed that the general 

pattern in Australia has been for strikes of short duration. Although at some times the 

proportion of longer strikes has shown an increase, this has been of relatively small 

magnitude and of short duration. It supports the significance of the length of the 1977 

dispute. It was unusual in the context of Australian strikes, and the large number of 

employees involved meant that it also had a significant impact on total working days lost 

for that year.  

The next section will consider strike patterns within the electricity generating 

industry in Australia, in Victoria, and within the LV. It will note the frequency and 

length of disputes in these areas. This will place the 1977 dispute within its specific 

industrial context, and permit a comparison of the length of the 1977 strike within the 

context of strikes in the electricity generating industry in Australia and within the SECV 
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in particular. This will enable an assessment of whether such a lengthy dispute is 

unusual within that closer context. 

The strike pattern in the SECV 

The previous section has shown, using statistics of strike length in Australia, that 

between 1945 and the end of the 1990s strikes were generally of short duration. This has 

confirmed that the 1977 maintenance workers‟ strike was unusual in its length within the 

Australian strike context. Thus the initial expectation of the workers that the strike 

would only last a few days was not unreasonable given the nature of strike length in 

Australia. This section goes on to examine the strike in relation to its more specific 

contexts, those of the electricity generating industry, and that of the industry within the 

LV. This will provide some meaningful general comparisons with the 1977 dispute. A 

number of surveys of strike frequency and length within the electricity generating 

industry are available to assist with this. While industry aggregate statistics are used for 

the Electricity Industry comparisons, this is a limitation imposed by the Australian 

Bureau of Statistics‟ (ABS) use of the Australian Standard Industrial Classification as a 

grouping of industries for statistical purposes. While it is imperfect, the data on strike 

frequency is still useful in indicating trends for comparative purposes. 

The electricity industry, and particularly the generation sector, in Victoria gained 

a reputation for militancy after a series of campaigns during the 1960s for higher wages 

and better conditions. This culminated during the 1969/1970 year when man-hours lost 

reached 348,774, electricity restrictions were imposed on three occasions, and up to half 

a million workers were stood down.
36
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Despite the public perception that „the Latrobe Valley … is a strike prone 

oasis‟,
37

 a number of studies have concluded that workers in the LV SECV were no 

more prone to strikes than workers anywhere else. For example, an examination of 

industrial conflict of all types in the LV operations of the SECV between 1960 and 1977, 

including those involving SECV contractors, by Holden and Iverson
38

 concluded that the 

pattern of disputes, both in length and number, reflected the national trend. During the 

period examined, there was an increase in the length of disputes from an average 

duration of four working days in the 1960s, to an average of 19 working days each year 

from 1970 to 1977, as well as an increase in the number of strikes. However, since these 

data were taken from newspaper accounts, the average duration of disputes in reality is 

likely to be overstated. This is because many short disputes may never have been 

reported, either because they involved few workers, did not impact on services, or 

simply because the information missed the newspaper publication deadlines. Many may 

simply have never been publicised beyond their participants or the SECV. Holden and 

Iverson concluded that „there is no evidence to support unsubstantiated statements that 

promote the Latrobe Valley S.E.C.V. as a hotbed of industrial conflict‟ and that this 

image has developed „because the consequences of workers action has an immediate 

effect on the community‟.
39

 

Data collected by Benson between 1982 and 1987 indicated that the majority of 

shop stewards in the LV accepted that industrial action to influence the ACAC or to 

speed up negotiations was justified.
40

 Despite this, only about half of the blue collar 
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stewards had been involved in strike action, and the majority of blue collar stewards did 

not believe that strike action was the most effective tactic.
41

 Most strikes in the LV 

involved only a single union (61 per cent) and fewer than 250 workers (62 per cent). 

Strikes were generally short with 84 per cent ending with a return to work within two 

days, and only ten per cent of stewards had been involved in a dispute lasting ten or 

more days.
42

 Benson also found that the number of strikes had decreased since the 

earlier analysis by Holden and Iverson.  

This is in accordance with the pattern of strike length pattern in Australia, as well 

as perhaps having been influenced by previous success in using short strikes when 

negotiating.
43

 When industrial action did occur in the LV, it was often the result of 

events originating outside the region and the industry
44

 indicating a strong feeling of 

union solidarity.  

Benson and Hince
45

 also noted that in any given year, one or two major disputes 

may account for the majority of man-hours lost within the SECV. This was most clearly 

shown by the 1977 maintenance workers strike, which resulted in 975,900 of the 

987,500 man-hours lost during that year. That is, while there may be lengthy disputes in 

some years, which do not originate from outside the SECV, these do not occur often. 

These figures are confirmed by the SECV‟s internal statistics. These indicate that during 

the 1970s the number of strikes each year, apart from 1977/78, varied between 28 and 49 

strikes, with days lost per employee varying from 0.37 to 2.82 each year. The 1977 

figures were markedly different, with only 12 strikes, but an average time lost per 
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employee of 6.47 days.
46

 This figure serves to confirm the unusual nature of the 1977 

dispute within the SECV. 

Benson and Hince
47

  also examined interstate comparisons of statistics for 

industrial disputes in the ABS category of Electricity, gas and water, SECV workforce 

strike statistics, and statistics on strikes and other disputes for the SECV Latrobe Valley 

workforce. During the period 1977 to 1980, apart from 1977, Victoria compared 

favourably with other states when either total working days lost per year, or total 

working days lost per employee per year were examined. They concluded that at the 

aggregate level, industries classified in the category of Electricity, gas and water do not 

stand out as strike prone.  

Gordon,
48

 presenting data from an earlier time period, noted that during the 

period 1968-1973 in the category of Electricity, gas and water supply, no one state 

registered either high employee lost time or high employee involvement. However the 

average duration of strikes in Victoria of 4.25 days in this sector was the highest of all 

the states.  

Benson and Hince
49

 have suggested that when strikes do occur in the power 

industry or in associated construction they tend to be long and difficult to resolve. 

Referring to the LV, they noted that „a strike involving the power industry, generation or 

construction, has a high public and political profile; and this must be seen as part of the 

backdrop to industrial relations in the region.‟
50

 This view was echoed by the SECV‟s 

Chairman and General Manager who noted that publicity arising from stoppages in the 
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industry gave a distorted view of their frequency not supported by the facts.
51

 However, 

despite the perception sometimes given in the media, in general the electricity industry 

both Australia wide and in Victoria is not more prone to strikes than industry in 

general.
52

  

This section has examined statistics concerning strikes in the Electricity 

generating industry, both in Victoria and Australia, and in the LV SECV. While in 

general it has been concluded that this industry is no more industrially active or has 

lengthier strikes than others, it is also worth highlighting the comments about the effect 

of publicity and public concern that an electricity strike has. Such impact and publicity 

act in concert to make it appear that there is a high strike rate and employee militancy in 

this industry. This provides an important context for the 1977 dispute. 

The pattern of strikes in Australia has been linked to a range of economic and 

political factors including inflation and legislation, and affected by the extent of 

unionisation. What then causes a small proportion of strikes to turn into long trials of 

strength between employees and their employer? As has been shown, a lengthy dispute 

is unusual. While there have been many suggestions about the causes of strikes, there 

have been few attempts to theorise lengthy strikes as a specific class of dispute. In the 

next section, a range of theories about the causes of strikes and the factors which turn 

them into lengthy disputes will be considered. This will permit a later assessment of the 

1977 dispute in terms of this examination of the theory around strikes, and in particular, 

lengthy strikes. 

The literature of strikes 

The previous sections have placed the lengthy 1977 dispute within strikes in 

Australia, as well as within those of the electricity generating industry and the SECV. 
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This has confirmed that such lengthy strikes are unusual within those two contexts. This 

section will discuss the literature of strikes, in order to understand the suggested causes 

of such mobilisations, the means by which they are sustained, and how they are brought 

to an end. As was noted earlier, there is generally no differentiation between the possible 

causes of, and reasons for, lengthy as opposed to short strikes. This is despite the 

usefulness of such a distinction, in both predicting lengthy disputes and perhaps 

avoiding them. When and how does a decision to take industrial action become a 

decision to withdraw labour? What are the factors which turn what may be expected to 

be a brief strike into a trial of strength and a protracted struggle? Despite the fact that 

they are uncommon, lengthy strikes have not generally been regarded as exceptional 

cases in the literature.  

A number of accounts describe and analyse lengthy disputes and thus provide an 

important record.
53

 However, the literature of lengthy disputes is generally one which 

focuses on workplace conflict and the resulting efforts to control (by management) and 

to resist (by labour) within the complex and sometimes contradictory nature of 

workplace regimes. The interpretation of such events could often benefit from an 

increased theorization which is not generally undertaken. An additional complexity in 

industrial disputes lies with the terminology. Lengthy disputes are often emotional 

events, and the issue on some occasions of whether there has been a withdrawal of 

labour by employees, that is a strike, or whether the employer has chosen to lockout his 

employees, may be contested. The strategies then decided on to progress a claim may be 
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quite different in each situation. In the following discussion, I focus on the strike, where 

the decision to withhold labour has been made by the employees, since this appears to be 

the most common scenario in lengthy disputes. 

In an exception to the general lack of literature on the theorising of lengthy 

strikes, Vivienne Mackay‟s
54

 recent work provides an important contribution through 

her discussion of the specific roles of grievance, mobilisation and the interaction of 

connected parties in the unfolding of lengthy strikes. After analysing three lengthy 

strikes in the United Kingdom garment industry, she concluded that both the extent to 

which the workers‟ grievance challenged workplace control, and „resonated with 

potential supporters (on both sides of the conflict)‟
55

 had an impact on the length of the 

strike. Mackay suggested that grievances „that posed a broad challenge to management 

and had wider economic resonance made settlement harder.‟
56

 In addition, a lengthy 

dispute itself provides a sustained challenge to the employer, quite apart from the formal 

issue resulting in the dispute, and this needs to be taken into account when examining 

the length of mobilisation.
57

 

There have been a variety of approaches to theories of strikes.
58

 Efforts to 

establish underlying causes of strikes have focused on themes such as frustration of 

workers and lack of communication, conflicts of interest, and social disorganisation, as 

well as on economic influences and the nature of particular industries and regions.
59

 The 

discussion around causes of strikes which follows will consider two major streams 
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within this debate. These are firstly, the role of workplace conflict and secondly, the 

nature of the social processes and relationships which are involved in a decision to 

mobilise for industrial action. One significant focus has been on employer-employee 

conflict, as the underlying cause of industrial disputation, and its relationship to the issue 

of workplace control. A number of writers have proposed that conflict is inevitable 

because of the irreconcilable interests of capital (including management) and labour in a 

system which generally favours capital.
60

 This is because the employer wishes to 

purchase labour at the lowest possible price to maximise profit, while the employee 

wishes to sell his labour for the highest possible price to provide a reasonable standard 

of living.
61

 The extent of the resultant conflict is then said to be determined by the extent 

of control in the workplace.
62

 If the extent of managerial control is not accepted as 

legitimate, the result is resistance, less willingness to contribute, and other displays of 

conflict.
63

 The individuals who are the owners of the labour power have their own 

interests and needs, and resist being treated like a commodity.
64

 They retain their right to 

withdraw labour completely, or to reduce effort, as appropriate in the particular 

circumstances. 
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Yet the existence of conflict by itself cannot explain how and why workers 

choose to withdraw their labour, what form of withdrawal is used, and why some 

withdrawals are longer than others. The strike is only one way
65

 of attempting to control 

the labour process, and of expressing frustration at a lack of power.
66

 Edwards and 

Scullion have suggested however that „the highly particular circumstances to which they 

are subject‟
67

 in their workplace relations is part of why different workers respond in 

different ways.  

While pay is most often given as the reason for a strike, the actions of 

management and perceptions of fairness or otherwise are also often cited as reasons for 

action.
68

 Claims for a pay increase have been viewed as a „legitimate‟ reason for a 

dispute, whereas action over those less tangible matters affecting the conditions of work 

may be viewed as more diffuse and impacting to a greater extent on managerial 

prerogative.
69

 As Lane and Roberts have stated, „It often appears as though the only way 

that strikers can make themselves understood is by putting a price on their return to work 

even though the original reason for coming out may have possessed only the most 

tenuous relationship to money.‟
70

 These issues may surface as part of negotiation related 

to a demand for a pay increase, and it is difficult to know whether they were the 

foundation for a dispute in the first instance. The underlying grievance may never be 

precisely articulated in the public sphere, but remains something known only to the 

individual or the group, or expressed only within the framework of a more „acceptable‟ 
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concern.
71

 There may be many reasons for disputes, not just the formal and perhaps most 

visible issue. 

Issues of management prerogative have been proposed to result in longer 

disputes, because they are more fundamental to working life and determine the attitude/s 

of employees to their employer and to their job.
72

 In addition, these issues may be seen 

as a personal threat to managers.
73

 The employer, via the manager, is said to value the 

control over the means of production to a greater extent than wage rates which may have 

the same financial costs. Conflict over the means and extent of control over the labour 

process is then seen as a threat to the power relationships which exist.
74

 Any move to 

increase the power held by workers will be contested by management and employers, in 

order to retain the status quo or increase the control (power) which is available to them.
75

 

This will result in greater resistance to concessions in this area and thus result in a longer 

dispute, and assumes that workers will only mobilise for job control issues if they regard 

them as as valuable as an equivalent pay rise. Yet the tradeoff for the rank and file may 

be that the negotiations need to go beyond what may be accomplished at the local level, 

removing the dispute from the control of the shop stewards. This factor may be 

sufficient to reduce the likelihood of mobilisation over conditions and increase that over 

pay.
76
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A second approach to the consideration of strikes has examined the social 

processes involved, as well as the nature of the particular issue. Early work included that 

of Hiller,
77

 who produced a phasic model of particular processes, and Batstone, Boraston 

and Frenkel,
78

 who examined the specific roles of shop stewards. This approach has 

been more extensively developed through the literature of social movement theory, 

emphasising processes rather than causes per se of strikes and other industrial 

mobilisations. Such theory has developed from the work of Tilly
79

 which focused on the 

importance of group organisation and mobilisation as a result of individual 

powerlessness. He proposed a model which combined shared interests, collective action, 

opportunity, organisation and resources to sustain mobilisation.  

These factors have been articulated more recently within Kelly‟s
80

 theory of 

industrial relations, which he has termed Mobilisation Theory. Kelly‟s work has built on 

that of Tilly,
81

 McAdam
82

 and Gamson
83

 to provide a framework for examining the 

conditions under which collective identity emerges and is sustained by individuals, and 

the forms of the collective action which may ensue. Mobilisation Theory provides a 

general framework consisting of the five concepts of interests, mobilisation, 

organisation, opportunity and the forms of collective action, as proposed by Tilly.
84

  

The concept of interest refers to the particular interest of the working class and 

how they are defined, their relationships to the interests of their employers, and whether 

they are defined around an individual or a collective group. Mobilisation refers to the 
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„ways in which individuals are transformed into a collective actor‟
85

. The third 

component, organisation, refers to the structure of a particular group and how this affects 

its capacity for collective action. Opportunity for mobilisation includes the balance of 

power between those groups involved, the cost of repression to those taking action, and 

those opportunities available for the pursuit of claims. The final component is collective 

action, which can take different forms depending on the balance between the other four 

components.
86

 

In addition, within Mobilisation Theory a more specific framework highlights the 

roles of injustice („the conviction that an event, action or situation is “wrong” or 

“illegitimate”‟)
87

, agency (the likelihood of change through collective action), identity 

(the social categories with which individuals identify, and those attitudes and attributions 

which accompany them) and attribution (where responsibility lies for an event or action) 

in shaping the ways in which people define their interests. These may be modified 

through workplace interactions, and provide the opportunities for leaders to foster issue 

identification and collective identity. Mobilisation Theory attempts to redirect the focus 

of collective action away from bargaining structures and institutions, and towards the 

social processes of industrial relations. 

Both strengths and weaknesses have been identified in Mobilisation Theory.
88

 

The strengths of Kelly‟s theory include recognition of the role of power in the industrial 

relations dynamic, and the importance of agency as well as political, social and 

economic factors in the development of collective action. Deficiencies include 

difficulties defining the circumstances under which an injustice is attributed to the 

employer rather than to another agency, and deciding the means by which a sense of 
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injustice is acquired and given weight. In addition, the lack of consideration of class 

structure, the social relations of production and service, and forms of collective 

organisation and action, together with an over-emphasis on leadership, have also been 

seen as constraining the usefulness of Mobilisation Theory.
89

 

In an extension to Mobilisation Theory, Atzeni
90

 has suggested that any 

theoretical discussion about grievance, the framing of an injustice by leaders, and the 

form which mobilisation should take, is not relevant in the case of a spontaneous 

mobilisation. Rather the leadership and the collective meaning to an injustice are 

ascribed to after the fact; mobilisation leads to the sharing of the same perceptions of the 

injustices within the workplace which then become collective. However while this may 

to some extent be true, it does not take account the situation, more common in Australia, 

where the individual grievance is expressed via the shop steward/shop committee/union 

network, thus communicating the foundation of a collective grievance prior to any 

spontaneous mobilisation, and within which the leadership of the rank and file plays an 

important part in either fostering, or suppressing, the grievance. However, if strike action 

is made as a spur of the moment choice by a group of workers, the effect is likely to be 

the lack of a coherent strategy for the campaign.
91

  

In theorising lengthy disputes (modifying Kelly),
92

 I suggest there are three 

particular questions to be addressed. Firstly, how do individuals acquire a collective, as 

opposed to individual, grievance; second, how and under what conditions do individuals 

take collective action; and third, what circumstances are required to maintain, or 

conversely, to terminate, collective action? 
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Kelly
93

 has proposed that acquiring a sense of collective grievance will be aided 

by three processes: attribution of a grievance to a specific agency which thus provides a 

specific focus for collective action; determined leadership, which will also focus action 

on a particular issue as well as promoting group cohesion and identity; and social 

identification of individuals with a specific group with particular interests and values. 

The importance of employee grievance has been seen as significant, with 

Salipante and Bouwen
94

 suggesting that recognising the scope of grievances, both formal 

and informal, is necessary to understand why they continue or are resolved. The ability 

to attribute the grievance to a particular agency will determine whether or not 

mobilisation will occur.
95

 The role of leaders is to suggest and facilitate this attribution
96

 

by promoting group cohesion and identity. The interpretation of the grievance by the 

stewards (leaders) and the rank and file, rather than the grievance itself, will provide the 

rationale for mobilisation.
97

 

The need for the grievance to be accompanied by a sense of injustice has also 

been seen as important.
98

 Such injustice is viewed by Gamson
99

 as leading to anger and a 

sense of righteousness, and Jasper
100

 has suggested that mobilisation is most likely to 

happen when strong emotions, likely to be negative, such as threat, outrage, anger or 

fear, are present. Shared emotions such as feelings towards outsiders or government 

actions, and reciprocal emotions such as loyalty, friendship and solidarity are key 
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sources of identification with a movement.
101

 Such emotions frame the issues important 

to a group and define group identity. 

Leadership has been seen by Kelly and others
102

 as playing an important role in 

mobilisation. Leaders play a crucial role in shop floor activism by constructing a sense 

of grievance and attributing blame to the employer or the state, by promoting a sense of 

group identity, by persuading use of collective action, and by legitimating or defending 

such action.
103

 Darlington
104

 has suggested that left-wing steward activists commit to 

building workplace activism through targeting the sense of injustice at management, 

while Green, Black and Ackers
105

  linked leadership style to the commitment and 

participation of rank and file union members. In similar vein, Metochi and others
106

  

have focused on union leadership which influences identification with the union and the 

workgroup, resulting in greater willingness to participate in trade union activities. Such 

identification assists the view that management is „not one of us‟, making it more likely 

that injustice or illegality will be perceived in management daily activities. Such leaders 
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may encourage a type of shop floor organisation which is willing to present „a challenge 

from below‟
107

 to management.  

Leadership is important in influencing not only union involvement but also 

attitudes. Jasper
108

  has suggested that the feeling of group cohesion fostered by leaders 

creates a positive affect of friendship, loyalty and solidarity toward other group 

members, as well as shared negative emotions towards outsiders. Identification with, and 

thus loyalty to the union, is then proposed to be a pre-condition for members‟ 

willingness to participate in union activities including mobilisation.
109

 Successful action 

helps to consolidate union organisation and member commitment, thus encouraging 

future industrial action.
110

 However this conformity to the collective idea must be 

attractive enough to outweigh individual rivalries or prejudices.
111

 Conversely, the 

taking of collective action to strike has also been seen as a factor which may encourage 

collective organisation.
112

 The former encourages solidarity and inclusiveness, 

highlighting the shared conflict between labour and capital. This then demonstrates the 

value of collective organisation and encourages union membership. 

Nepstad and Bob
113

 have suggested that effective movement leaders are believed 

to possess cultural capital (skills, knowledge and abilities) useful in both the aggrieved 

community and in a wider audience; social capital as embodied by ties created by 

„frequent face-to-face interactions, a history of personal or social relations, common 
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meeting places and points of reference‟ which make it easier for a group to mobilise, as 

well as access to the media and other communication means which allows for the 

dissemination of information, appeals for support and the recruitment of followers from 

a much larger audience; and symbolic capital, „including charisma, that reflects respect, 

social prestige and moral authority.‟
114

 Charismatic leadership moves the „needs, values, 

preferences and aspirations of followers from self-interests to collective interests.‟
115

 

However, while consolidation and attribution of a collective grievance, 

identification with the union, and effective leadership are important, they do not of 

themselves result in mobilisation. A decision is required to take industrial action, and in 

a particular form. Klandermans
116

 has proposed that participation in mobilisation will be 

related to the perceived costs and benefits of participation based on the likelihood of a 

particular outcome being achieved. That is, reflecting a union which is well organised 

and with strong networks; the type of industrial action proposed; the expected numbers 

who will support the industrial action; and the influence of external events relevant to 

the particular issue in dispute. However, mobilisation depends on more than calculations 

of individual self-interest, but also on group interests and group gains and losses, as well 

as on social norms or involvement in networks.
117

 As Marks and Thompson have noted, 

the individual is more than „a collective outcome of interest articulation,‟
118

 but has his 

own identity.  
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While there may be a decision to take industrial action, on what basis is the 

decision about the particular form made? It is not necessarily the case that the action will 

be proportional to the perceived seriousness of the grievance: a strike may be less 

effective than other forms of action. Other sanctions such as go-slows may be as 

effective as strikes, with significant effect on firms but generating less public 

disapproval, and they may be less expensive for workers.
119

 

A number of factors may precipitate a strike, and it has been suggested that „a 

distinction must be made between the incidents which precipitate a crisis and the 

underlying complex of factors which render the parties vulnerable to conflict over such 

incidents.‟
120

 Clack
121

 and Marsh
122

 have both highlighted the possible incongruence 

between the action triggering a strike and the subsequent bargaining demands which has 

also been seen in other disputes.
123

 Kelly and Nicholson
124

 have also noted that a 

distinction needs to be made about the demands made prior to the strike, the triggers of 

strikes (that is the event which starts them) and the issues subsequently used in the 

bargaining process, and have suggested that the greater the variation between these three 

issues, the longer will be the strike. 

Once the decision to mobilise is made, how then is collective action maintained, 

or conversely, terminated? While there is a range of suggestions about why disputes 

start, these do not generally address the issue of why on some occasions they continue 
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for a lengthy period. This is despite the cost to individuals of such events
125

 and the end 

result for the gaining or loss of power by employer or union.
126

 Kelly has little to say 

about the cessation of mobilisation and what causes it. We are left to conclude that if 

each of the five elements which it identifies is required for the commencement of some 

form of industrial mobilisation, then if one of the elements ceases to exist, mobilisation, 

regardless of its form, will end. Alternatively, it may also be the case that if one factor 

changes significantly, such that its importance relative to other factors changes, then this 

will affect the form of mobilisation or result in its cessation. 

A key factor in maintaining mobilisation is access to resources. These may 

include money and control over how it is distributed, sufficient people to fundraise, to 

visit other trade union and community groups, to look after families, distribute leaflets 

and arrange other publicity, to organise events to boost and sustain morale such as social 

events, and to man picket lines.
127

 These activities encourage commitment, cohesion, 

and collective dependence of the workgroup, whereas taking up other paid work reduces 

collective independence and cohesion. The ability of family and community support to 

affect the length of mobilisation lies with the reinforcement of the decision of the 

strikers that their grievance is justified. This support in practical terms is demonstrated 

by donations of money or goods for the workers in dispute. In addition, it assists in 

affirming and maintaining the collective identification and thus may have a significant 

effect on maintaining mobilisation.
128

 It has been suggested that being on an extended 
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strike becomes a way of life, a „liberating experience‟
129

 instead of going to work.
130

 

This leads to maintaining the strike becoming a goal in its own right. 

Kelly and Nicholson
131

 have noted that management and the media both play a 

role in the presentation of strikes, including interpretation and public presentation of 

demands, viability and outcomes. In addition, a continued media presence is likely to 

boost morale thus increasing cohesion
132

 and maintaining mobilisation, while any 

perceived attack on the group may also act to increase cohesion.
133

 The extent to which a 

grievance is relevant to potential supporters (on both sides of the conflict) provides a 

reason to lend support thus encouraging continued mobilisation.
134

 The extent of such 

support may provide a signal to both employers and employees, who then decide 

whether to compromise or not on a settlement to the dispute.
135

  

The reaction of other parties may limit or prolong a strike. The police, the courts 

or the government may become involved
136

 and union officials or non-involved unions 

may support or undermine a particular dispute for various reasons,
137

 including 

ideological values,
138

 or a desire to retain existing relativities.
139
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A key aim of mobilisation is the cessation of production as a precondition for a 

successful outcome.
140

 However, if the organisation continues to provide its product, 

there is likely to be significant tension between the strikers, who see a lack of results 

from their mobilisation, and their leaders, who may have encouraged or recommended 

the mobilisation and would lose face if they acknowledge that they have miscalculated. 

Any continued production by an organisation may thus threaten the success of 

mobilisation. 

A strike is not an action taken in a vacuum by workers. It results from a series of 

interactions between workers and employers which result in a decision to withdraw 

labour.
141

 Prior management–union relations are significant, both in their interpretation, 

in the lessons which were learnt, and as a guide to how a dispute could be expected to 

develop.
142

 The previous success record in industrial action will to a large extent govern 

the taking of industrial action in the future. Disputes can only be fought on the basis of 

previous behaviour of both sides in order to make any prediction at all about their likely 

course.
143

 However, if the context changes significantly, then there can be little 

predictive ability. Thus any attempt to explain strikes needs to take such interactions into 

account. The interactions which affect the mobilisation decision may lie not only with 

the present but also in interactions and decisions in the past. In any given dispute, an 
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analysis of the sequence of interactions will assist to demonstrate the rationale behind 

the decision to mobilise, and also to help explain the length of the dispute. 

Mackay
144

 has suggested that the interactions between would-be strikers, or 

strikers, and management may result in a perception that if they hold out, their demands 

may be met. Similarly, interactions for example with other employers or with 

government may also strengthen the employers‟ determination to hold out. There may 

also be a lack of congruence over the nature of the issue between workers and the 

employer, such as in the 1970 seven-week Pilkington glass factory strike, where „each 

party had its own conception of what were the main issues, each also tended to refuse 

even to acknowledge the relevance of issues that were considered important by the 

others.‟
145

 This incongruence affects the interactions between players, and thus the 

possible length of the strike. 

It has been suggested that the longer a strike continues, the greater the chance of 

it continuing for even longer.
146

 One reason for this may be that the longer the dispute 

lasts the more opportunities are provided to employers and the state to mobilise.
147

 

Actions may include stand downs, employing scabs, planning for increased 

mechanisation, and use of repressive legislation.  

Are longer strikes more successful than their shorter counterparts? While it could 

be expected that a lengthy strike will put more pressure on an employer to provide a 

positive outcome, a long strike may also be viewed as a desperate reaction in an attempt 

to force a settlement. Card and Olsen, and others,
148

 have concluded that strike length is 
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negatively associated with success. This is supported by Perrot,
149

 who states that strikes 

over one month in length are less likely to result in a win than those which are shorter. 

Ragin, Coverman and Hayward
150

 have concluded that long strikes are more likely to be 

associated with a compromise result rather than a successful outcome, while Hiller
151

 

has suggested that the majority of disputes will end in compromise or defeat for the 

union/s, that lengthy strikes are less successful than short strikes, and that wildcat or 

unplanned strikes are less successful than planned strikes. 

This thesis argues that strikes need to be analysed within the social, political and 

industrial context of the time. The particular context of each dispute will affect the 

conduct of that dispute.
152

 Disputes which at first glance may appear hasty and 

unreasoned, when interpreted in the social, historical and cultural context in which they 

occur, are in fact logical actions. The context is also impacted on by the ways in which 

the actors in the dispute have dealt with each other before and during the dispute, and 

their relationship (or perception of their relationship).
153

 

As well as the union officials and the rank and file, the local shop stewards, the 

employer, peak and regional trades and labour councils and the press, are all possible 

actors. Both positive and negative interactions between all the parties involved will 

clearly influence the length of a dispute. For example the strike may be unofficial thus 

placing union officials at odds with their member stewards, and members of other unions 
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may continue to work. Mackay
154

 also considered these social relationships to be 

important when considering how lengthy strikes unfolded. However, the roles played by 

the various parties involved, and the impact of these roles, were not explicitly examined. 

She did not comment explicitly on context and its importance in the starting or 

resolution of particular lengthy disputes, or on the possible impact of changes or 

potential changes in power relationships. 

Crouch,
155

 discussing long strikes, has noted that there is a point in time when the 

cost to both strikers and employer is such that both sides are more willing to reach a 

compromise position. However, when the role of the employer in the dispute is taken 

over by the government then this may no longer be the case. This is of particular 

relevance when considering disputes in government instrumentalities, and this is an 

important contextual factor in the 1977 dispute. The government is a step removed from 

the place of production and has no direct involvement, but this may not stop it from 

intervening in a dispute. It is thus motivated by factors other than a possible loss of 

production when considering the cost of the strike.  

The capacity of members to continue a lengthy dispute changes, perhaps 

dependent on strike pay, ability to find alternate work, having a spouse who is employed 

or eligible for social security benefits, and community attitudes. Thus it is only as time 

goes on that stewards and/or officials will be able to gauge the willingness of members 

to continue, or what settlement terms have become acceptable.  

The other important factor I will argue is not the particular power relationships 

involved, but changes, or potential changes, to these relationships, which combine with 

the context at that time to signal a particular level of „threat‟ which may not be seen as 

significant under other circumstances. 
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Kelly‟s
156

 Mobilisation Theory, based on social movement theory, offers the 

possibility of examining the social processes which occurred both before and during the 

1977 dispute, rather than just focussing on structural institutional issues. While Kelly‟s 

theory does not specifically concern lengthy strikes nonetheless it provides a useful 

starting point which has been used to frame industrial action
157

 and has become 

generally accepted in the analysis of contemporary industrial relations. It offers a greater 

ability to answer specific questions about mobilisation, including the effectiveness of the 

mobilisation of a group, and the effectiveness of the mobilisation in terms of positive 

change, than traditional methods of industrial relations analysis. 

This chapter has located the 1977 maintenance workers dispute within the 

literature of lengthy disputes, their causes and maintenance. This has been done through 

a discussion of Australian strikes in general, and those in the electricity generating 

industry and the SECV in particular. These have confirmed that the 1977 dispute was 

unusual in its length in those two contexts. The theoretical literature which was then 

discussed focused on two areas: the theme of workplace conflict as the underlying cause 

of industrial disputation, and the more recent emphasis on the social processes involved 

in disputes as articulated within Mobilisation Theory. In general, there is little distinction 
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made between short and lengthy strikes and the possible differences in the processes 

involved. 

The next chapter will describe and justify the use of narrative method to tell the 

story of the dispute and to answer the research questions which have been posed. In 

order to compile the narrative, data on the 1977 dispute were collected using semi-

structured interviews of participants in the dispute, and documentary research of relevant 

primary and secondary sources. The advantages and disadvantages of these means of 

collecting data will be discussed, together with the detail on the conduct of the 

interviews and the location of documentary sources. 
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Chapter Three: Research method and data collection 

The previous chapter surveyed the literature on strike length in Australia and the 

electricity generating industry. This confirmed the unusual length of the 1977 dispute in 

these contexts. Following this, the literature on strikes was discussed. This discussion 

initially focused on conflict as the underlying basis of industrial disputation, and then 

moved to the more recent use of the social movement literature, and specifically the 

development of Mobilisation Theory, to examine the social processes involved in 

industrial mobilisation. In this chapter, the use of narrative method to tell the story of the 

dispute as an historical event will be discussed. After this, the specific data collection 

techniques used, semi-structured oral history interviews and documentary research, will 

be described. 

In order to tell the story of the dispute, this historical event has required 

reconstruction. The examination and analysis requires access to the historical 

experiences of the people and organisations involved, each of which had their own 

motivations, limitations and meanings. This access provides a way of understanding the 

event through both its context and its participants. This history is not just a means of 

explaining the facts of an event, but is also a way of viewing cultural meaning and the 

expression of collective memory.
1
  

The way in which we perceive an historical event may be framed by how we 

perceive „time‟. According to Griffin, time defines history, which may be seen as either 

„part of the social context in which things happen, or as processual unfolding‟.
2
 In both 

ways, time is part of the structural and cultural context within which people live, act and 
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think. Time as context joins with place to provide the specific setting for the event; time 

as event involves the interplay of social structure and social action.
3
  

The events that shape people‟s lives occur in a sequence of actions within and 

through time. These social actions, through the progression of time, make and thus 

remake the circumstances through which social action occurs.
4
 The dynamic processes 

occurring within a social event are dependent on or sensitive to actions, events or 

conditions which exist locally, that is in a given place and time. The analysis of such an 

event thus requires the use of methods that can conceptualise and analyse both the 

historical sequence and the historical context. The data should track social actions 

through time, and be intrinsically sequential in their definition and construction, as a 

mirror to the social event which they are representing and analysing.
5
 Telling or re-

telling the story of an event in temporal order is important because „when things happen 

within a sequence affects how they happen‟.
6
 

Thus the types of data which will be useful may include the contemporaneous 

accounts such as those in documentary reports of the time, as well as the accounts given 

at the time or after the event by its individual participants. Aminzade
7
  has signalled the 

need to examine both the subjective accounts and the objective conditions of an event to 

better explain the possibilities for remaking the context and thus the changing possible 

outcomes of an event. Actions taken at a particular time will close off some possibilities 

and affect a closer move towards certain outcomes.
8
 Thus the small actions of people 
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and events are important parts of the story.
9
 The use of multiple sources of data enables 

the research questions to be explored from a number of viewpoints. This provides a 

variety of perspectives, each of which will offer its own interpretation of events, 

thoughts and actions, providing a multi-dimensional exploration.
10

 

However, understanding an historical event involves more than the 

reconstruction of the processes and decisions that occurred. To explain the structuring of 

social action through time, Griffin
11

  suggests the use of the narrative method, which is 

itself intrinsically temporal in its logic. Narrative may be viewed as a connection of 

events seen as important by a speaker into a contingent sequence which offers the 

meanings desired by the speaker. Narrative is based on the sequences of events or 

actions within their contexts, whether personal, temporal or physical,
12

 thus looking 

deeper than the surface of the story. Narrative method operates on the assumption that 

sociohistorical processes occur in sequences of actions embedded in localised social 

relations
13

  and events which are dependent on place.
14

 While social life unfolds in a 

temporally sequenced way, it also unfolds in a particular place. An awareness and 

understanding of the social significance of place and the particular local combination of 

conditions provides the means of understanding the way they determine local social life, 

culture and the means of social change.
15

 This emphasis on locale is an important 

context for the 1977 dispute and will be discussed in greater depth in the next chapter. 

Narratives are thus based on a series of social actions. They „unify a number of 

past or contemporaneous actions and happenings … into a coherent relational whole that 
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gives meaning to and explains each of its elements and is, at the same time, constituted 

by them.‟
16

 Narrative is inherently temporal and can describe, represent and explain the 

unfolding of social actions and events. It can also link social actions occurring in 

multiple times and different places.
17

 The use of narrative is enhanced by considering it 

within particular circumstances, conditions and goals,
18

 in order to better interpret and 

analyse the meaning and quality of the account. Acknowledging this context, whether of 

local culture and mores, jobs or occupations, or as a member of one or more 

organisations or groups, will assist in the framing and interpretation of a story. The use 

of narrative methodology in historical analysis offers a means of incorporating human 

agency and particular events at the micro level, since people and their actions may be 

viewed on the individual rather than on the collective level.
19

  

The reconstruction of the historical record means the interweaving of the 

fragments that exist in order to achieve understanding: analysing the past in order to gain 

insight into the issues of the present. In reconstructing the historical record of a social 

event thirty years later, there are several sources which are both relevant and available, 

each with advantages and disadvantages. In this case, the event is not so long ago that 

that there are no eyewitnesses, or participants, to ask about the dispute. Documentary 

sources also include accounts written at the time of the event, for example within the 

organisations involved, as well as those by the media. However, ordinary participants 

are less likely to have had their views recorded, a significant omission when attempting 
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to reconstruct an historical event. The accounts of the participants form an important part 

of the narrative and analysis of the 1977 dispute. 

Use of narrative analysis is both enabled and constrained by the types and limits 

of data available, but is an accepted way of working with the content of both oral and 

documentary sources. The particular type of narrative used in the thesis is more than an 

account of the events in the dispute. It also draws out the relationships and interactions 

which occurred. The oral histories provide a means of making these more subjective, by 

bringing life to the events which came from them. In addition, during the collection of 

data and the construction of the narrative, a number of themes were identified. This 

prompted and facilitated a thematic analysis of the content, with the themes taken from 

within the story rather than being treated as separate to it. This approach is suitable for a 

variety of narrative and data types, and may demonstrate „social identities, group 

belonging, and collective action‟
20

 as is the case in the narrative of the 1977 dispute. The 

particular themes which emerged from the data and the narrative: the control of the 

dispute by the rank and file, the extensive support by the community, and the 

Melbourne-LV divide, will be discussed more fully in Chapter seven. 

In order to compile the narrative of the 1977 dispute, this study uses data from 

oral histories via semi-structured interviews and from documentary research within both 

primary and secondary sources. The combination of a range of primary documentary 

sources and information from participant interviews provides a more balanced view of 

an event. They allow the data to converge in a triangulating fashion,
21

 with oral and 

written accounts complementary rather than mutually exclusive.
22

   

The following sections discuss the advantages and disadvantages of these 

particular data collection methods in the reconstruction, narrative and analysis of the 
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1977 dispute. I also discuss how these data were collected in order to reconstruct the 

historical record. The first means of data collection to be discussed is that of semi-

structured oral history interviews. 

Oral history interviews 

Oral history has been described as „the interviewing of eye-witness participants 

in the events of the past for the purposes of historical reconstruction‟.
23

 Its strength is the 

opportunity to explore personal relationships and obtain rich evidence about the 

subjective or personal meanings of past events, and to ask questions of participants and 

to evoke recollections, something not possible of the written word.
24

 The increased focus 

in the academic literature on the „socio-spatial dialectic‟
25

  has helped to draw attention 

to the importance of the relationship of the present to the past and the interpretation of 

that relationship.
26

 Oral history is a means of examining and assessing this relationship 

and the interpretation and re-interpretation of the past.  

Yet it has not been without its critics, who have accused it of leading us „Not into 

our history, but into myth.‟
27

 It may be seen as „the revised edition of one‟s life‟
28

  and 

claims for accuracy, immediacy and reality become doubtful. However, although the 
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process is selective and influenced by many factors,
29

 it is now accepted that the 

acknowledged unreliability of human memory is a resource rather than a weakness.
30

 

The telling of a story constructs meaning from memory, which „is a central, if not the 

central, medium through which identities are constituted.‟
31

  

Oral histories are able to locate individuals and events in the local context and in 

the everyday life of the time, so providing a more people-centred account of an event or 

time period. The departure from facts in the individual‟s interpretation and remembrance 

of history is an important part of oral history, as the view of the past which is held will 

be congruent with the values of the individual and his social context. Oral history „tells 

us less about events than about their meaning‟
32

 via the participants‟ subjectivity, which 

informs the thoughts and reasoning behind mere facts: „what they wanted to do, what 

they believed they were doing, and what they now think they did.‟
33

 The creation of a 

„myth‟ may be a necessary part of being able to remember significant events and the 

individual‟s role in them.
34

 The power of oral history resides in the meanings which 

come from it,
35

 and recognizing that the way events are understood or viewed by a 

particular individual will differ from the memory of other individuals and from the 

„collective memory‟ of the event.  Indeed, contradictions and inconsistencies in the 

recalling of an event provide clues to an interpretation which may differ from the initial 
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impression conveyed.
36

 Accepting the subjectivity of oral accounts is important. What 

we are interested in is what people think happened, and this may be quite different to 

what actually happened. Only the individual can explain what he did and why. 

Chaison
37

 has suggested that oral history has much to offer in reconstructing 

events behind the scenes in labour disputes, since these are often not part of any written 

record of the event. Official transcripts of hearings miss the unofficial exchanges which 

occur in less formal settings, and which may then determine the direction of official 

negotiations. Even where official records survive, oral history provides a view of a union 

or event through non-official eyes. Oral history is a useful adjunct to traditional sources, 

since it provides insights into the personalities of participants which may not be found 

elsewhere.
38

 It enables the gaining of insights through those involved at the grass-roots 

level, rather than written reports which may focus on institutions and their leaders.
39

 

Oral testimony may be more likely to reflect the viewpoint of „the under-classes, the 

unprivileged, and the defeated‟.
40

 Some strikes are seen as such major events that they 

dominate the sense of time of participants, as climactic moments that may result in a 

sense of power and victory even if the end result would not appear to warrant that 

feeling.
41

 Personal narratives may also challenge the popular view or historical 

perception of an event: an event lauded as a „win‟ for a group may not be seen that way 

by participants.  
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The recollection of emotions and context is just as important as recollection of 

objective and factual matters. In this study, emotions from recollecting the dispute 

varied, but many interviewees still became very emotional when recalling the distress 

they felt at the time. This was obvious not only from those who were direct members of 

the group on strike, but also from supervisors of the men, and from local SECV 

managers who saw the impact on individuals but felt powerless to do anything to end the 

dispute. Some supervisors and industrial relations staff who spoke to me recalled the 

suffering of the men and their families, and the effect on local businesses. The residual 

effects of the dispute are still so strong that some men involved do not want to talk about 

it.
42

  One participant in the dispute rang me to say exactly that – he could not bear to 

think back to that time because he still found it too distressing to speak about. Other 

research has also suggested that older people would rather forget the past if it does not 

provide welcome memories.
43

 This residual emotional effect may help to explain the 

relatively low numbers of union members who responded to the initial approach for an 

interview (see Appendix 5). 

The basic tests of reliability for oral sources are the same as those for any other 

sources: internal consistency, cross-checking from other sources, and weighing evidence 

in a wider context. All sources have their own strengths and weaknesses in a particular 

situation.
44

 Oral and written accounts should be seen as complementary rather than 

mutually exclusive aspects of an activity,
45

 with Young
46

  concluding that no one 

method or source should be privileged over any other. „Both are essential for 
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illuminating and understanding the past which was once a living present.‟
47

 Memory 

evokes colour and atmosphere, with other sources providing the detail and the 

particulars, and the emphasis placed on a particular source, and the uses made of it, will 

vary with the issue being researched. As Jamieson has noted „All sources of history 

gathered by whomever and for whatever purpose need to be treated with a healthy 

scepticism, and oral history is no different.‟
48

 The use of a variety of sources provides a 

variety of insights to an event and its reconstruction and analysis. In this way we can 

contrast and compare institutional, social and personal perspectives. 

A total of 23 interviews of people directly involved in the 1977 dispute were 

conducted over the period August to November 2007. These covered as wide a range as 

possible of rank and file participants from various unions, union officials, and SECV 

managers and supervisors. While the dispute was only thirty years ago, a large 

proportion of participants from the maintenance unions (estimated at about 33 percent, 

see Appendix 5), and certainly the majority of the key men on the union side (for 

example, two of the perceived leaders of the dispute, Sam Armstrong and George 

Wragg, as well as the then state secretary of the Amalgamated Metal Workers‟ and 

Shipwrights‟ Union (AMWSU), John Halfpenny), were no longer living. Other key 

players from the SECV, the CGTLC and the various unions had also passed on.  

The opinions and recollections of people involved in the strike are likely to vary 

with their role, or perceived role in the events leading up to and maintaining the strike. 

Thus it is important to obtain a variety of viewpoints and areas of involvement. While 

the primary focus was on what was happening in the LV, there were also those with a 

different role and perspective, such as state union officials. A different perspective was 

also available from supervisory and managerial staff within the SECV, particularly in 
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the LV, whose views also need to be heard to provide a balanced perspective on this 

event. For those reasons, the participants were selected across the following groups: as 

members of those unions which were directly involved in the dispute, as supervisors of 

those directly involved, as members of the major unions which were not involved in the 

dispute, as union officials, or as members of industrial relations staff or operational 

managers in the SECV. The former level of involvement is important, as first hand 

mental and emotional involvement in an atypical event increases the likelihood of 

recall.
49

 

As I read material about the dispute, from newspaper accounts, SECV material 

and CGTLC material, I started compiling a list of names of people involved. A number 

of people volunteered to assist by contacting those involved and passing on information 

on my behalf. The list of names expanded and became linked with addresses as I talked 

to more people, who also kindly sent out information on my behalf. The onus was on 

contacts to indicate their willingness to participate by contacting me and non-

respondents were not followed up.  

This use of participants to identify other possible interviewees through network 

sampling is an appropriate form of sampling when attempting to identify populations 

that are either rare or constrained by the specific boundaries of the research.
50

 Also 

called chain referral sampling, it is appropriate when the pool of possible participants is 

limited and a specific population with a particular shared experience needs to be 

targeted. This was used in addition to purposive sampling which targeted key 

respondents or „cases that are especially informative‟
51

 from the population. While 
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naming potential participants was not a problem, follow up in terms of identifying those 

still alive, whose whereabouts could be traced, and who were interested in participating 

was more difficult.  

In order to ensure the validity of the data, it was necessary as far as possible for 

interviewees to be representative of the dispute participants and to be adequate 

numerically. Once interviews commenced, the patterns of responses were consistent 

enough so that the number of interviewees was deemed to be sufficient, and that nothing 

further would be gained by expanding the search for further participants.
52

 It could 

safely be deduced that „saturation‟ had occurred, that is, replication of data was 

occurring. Because of the restricted nature of the sample, and the clear delineation of the 

domain, this point occurred quite quickly.
53

  

The interviews were semi-structured in format. This format is appropriate when 

information regarding beliefs, opinions and insights is required, since this information is 

difficult to obtain through a structured interview format which does not allow for the 

follow up of interesting angles or eliciting more information.
54

 Such interviews enable 

us „to see the research topic from the perspective of the interviewee‟
55

 and focus on 

„specific situations and action sequences in the world of the interviewee.‟
56

 It also 

allowed participants the opportunity to express the views and values which were 

important to them at their own pace and sequencing. Other benefits include the ability to 

clarify and elaborate on information, facilitate the discussion of sensitive information, 
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allow for new insights through the interviewee bringing up unforeseen topics and issues, 

allow a dialogue to be conducted, and follow up non-verbal cues.
57

 

Notes were taken during the conversation of points that needed to be followed up 

or elaborated on later in the interview. Use of this improvised format
58

 ensured that the 

interview remained flexible and that the flow of reminiscence was not interrupted 

unnecessarily by the researcher. A range of question types was used which provided a 

variety for the participant as well as ensuring that as much information as possible was 

obtained.
59

 The interviewees were generous in sharing their memories of the dispute 

with me. Lack of reticence about the dispute perhaps reflected the fact that the dispute 

was 30 years earlier; that there was acceptance of the disappointing outcome; and that 

the bitterness between the various unions was acknowledged. Because the dispute 

remained generally in the memories of participants and was not extensively written 

about after the event, there was no positive commemorative memory to be upheld.
60

 

The taking of oral testimony is a two-way process, with both the interviewee and 

the participant having a role. The interviewer has the opportunity for personal interaction 

in the event being documented and discussed, while the participant has the opportunity 

to express his own perceptions, views and role,
61

 and is made to feel that he has a real 

place in the history which he is recounting. The presence of an interviewer gives 
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credibility and importance to the story, which has often not been told as a full and 

coherent narrative before.
62

 The opportunities which arise within the later stages of the 

interview process, for example, return of the transcript, discussion about any changes or 

corrections, and follow up with extra material, provide an opportunity for a two-way 

process which results in a mutually satisfactory outcome,
63

 since it is important to 

remember that our informants are people, not merely sources.
64

 

Research conducted under the auspices of Monash University which involves 

people must comply with the National Statement on Ethical Conduct in Human 

Research.
65

 This ensures that „the welfare and rights of participants‟ 

(www.monash.edu.au/research/ethics/human/humanethics/what-is-human-research.html 

accessed 6 November 2008) are protected via a formal process of research project 

approval and review.  Prospective participants were fully informed about the research 

and any possible personal impact by the use of a written Explanatory Statement. In the 

present research, ethical considerations included the well-being of participants, informed 

consent, and anonymity, privacy and confidentiality.
66

 These issues were considered at 

multiple stages of the research, including its design, in the interview situation, when 

transcribing the interview, and during the analysis, verification and reporting of the 

information imparted by participants.
67

 All interviews were completed with the approval 
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of, and monitoring from, the relevant Monash University ethics approval processes 

(approval number: 2006/774LIR). 

Informed consent is generally defined as involving a full explanation of what the 

research is about and how it has been designed, how far anonymity and confidentiality 

can be guaranteed, and possible uses of data. Sufficient discussion needed to occur to 

ensure that participants were in fact giving an informed consent to participating and 

being recorded. It was also seen as important to provide some opportunity for the 

participants to ask questions of me, whether related to the research or my personal 

situation and reason for interest in the 1977 dispute.
68

 The exception was for the 

telephone interviews, which both occurred unexpectedly, and in those cases the consent 

form was sent to the participants later on the same day. 

All taped interviews were fully transcribed, and notes made from telephone 

interviews, and these were sent to participants. This is important to ensure that the 

intended meaning is reflected in the narrative
69

 and provides interviewees with the 

opportunity to see how their memories have been recalled. Transcripts were edited only 

as far as any tidying up needed to assist the reading (ums, repetitions, anecdotal 

diversions) but not so far as to negate the feel, flavour and character of the interviewee. 

This was seen as appropriate given the nature of the research project and the type of 

information obtained from the interviews.
70

 The transcripts reflect the individual voice, 

making it possible for quotations to reflect the class and educational background of the 

participant without giving offence.
71
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The issue of confidentiality and de-identification is a vexed one. In the present 

situation, the locality is explicit and indeed even if the location was not specified the 

nature of the employer and the industrial environment would soon make it very obvious. 

The dispute was extensively reported on in the newspapers at the time, and is well 

remembered today within union and power industry circles.  It is often possible to 

identify participants through descriptions of their roles, and their relationships to 

others,
72

 even if a pseudonym is used. Thus the issue becomes one of how far it is 

possible to maintain the anonymity of the participants: some are defined by their 

positions at the time within the SECV and the unions; others are more easily able to 

become part of the 2300 workers directly involved in the dispute. Barnes
73

  has 

suggested the use of the rule of thumb proposed by Humphreys
74

  which is to present 

data in such a form that an outsider cannot identify any participant, while any participant 

is able to recognize his contribution. This provides a way of ensuring the provision of 

sufficient disguise without being unnecessarily elaborate, which may in turn reduce the 

value of the data presented. Openness may be also seen as a protection against error, 

carelessness, or misinterpretation of actions and their meaning on the part of the 

researcher.
75

    

All participants were offered a pseudonym for any of their material that was to be 

used in publication/s. Most declined, noting that it was so long ago, and that they had 

never made any secret of their views and didn‟t see why they should do so now.  This 

attitude may well be a result of both the age of the participants (now mostly into their 
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50s and including some very spry 80 and 90 year olds), as well as the fact that many of 

them were involved in the traumatic downsizing and privatisation of the power industry 

in the LV during the 1980s and 1990s. Only one interviewee did not wish to be named, 

and is referred to as „P‟ when the content of that interview is referred to. 

In an area such as the LV, where news spreads rapidly via word of mouth, there 

was certainly awareness on the part of the participants that the nature of the topic, the 

community and the electricity industry workforce meant that it would be almost 

impossible to guarantee individual confidentiality, even with use of a pseudonym. This 

particular dispute was carried out in the full gaze of the public eye, and with a significant 

involvement of the community. This is an issue when conducting research within small, 

closed groups, where individuals can pick up clues to identity of which the researcher is 

unaware. This is certainly likely to be the case when a unique story is related.
76

  

In fact, many of my participants mentioned to me that they had been discussing 

my research and their participation with others in the community, both participants and 

non-participants. In the present study, while all participants except one gave consent to 

having their own name used, first names only have been used to provide some 

anonymity for their families, while recognizing that in some instances any description of 

employment role is sufficient to identify the person involved.               

The oral history provided by participants in the dispute is not only an 

interpretation of history, but is also an interpretation of the history of a specific place and 

time. Participants are recalling and interpreting the past within the present, which is a 

very different reality to that which existed in 1977. Privatisation and downsizing of the 

SECV, and economic globalization, among other factors, have significantly changed the 

LV, the electricity industry, and the context within which it operates. For those people 
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who were not resident in the LV or employed by the SECV at that time, it is a different 

history because it has a different personal impact. Newcomers may not perceive how the 

strike became part of the framework of the present and continues to have an impact on 

some relationships within the community. 

As well as data collection via the semi-structured oral history interviews, data for 

the narrative of the 1977 dispute was collected through examination of documentary 

sources. The use of this technique for gathering data will be discussed in the next 

section. In addition, the major sources of documents relevant to the 1977 dispute will be 

detailed at the end of the section. 

Documentary research 

In addition to the collection of oral histories of the dispute through semi-

structured interviews, a second means of data collection was used in this study. This was 

documentary research within both primary and secondary sources. Documents provide 

an important context for an event since they often provide information about who did 

what: the rank and file, the stewards, the employer, the government, and the union 

officials. Documentary sources may also be used to aid triangulation, that is, to confirm 

and add to evidence from other sources.  

It is important to remember however that documents are not produced in a 

vacuum, but are the product of the social, political and economic environments of which 

they are a part. Archival records reflect the organisation and interests of their agency, 

and are thus shaped by the political context in which they are produced, and the cultural 

and ideological assumptions which lie behind it.
77

 They reflect the prevailing attitudes of 

the time.
78

 They are also the product of the selective thought of their authors, along with 
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their interpretations and biases. Indeed, documentary sources, like oral histories, may be 

„sometimes incomplete, inaccurate and deceiving.‟
79

 Unless we can locate them within 

the context of their institutional setting, we cannot understand the „spatial, temporal and 

practical contingencies‟
80

 associated with them. They do not merely reflect, but actually 

construct, versions of events, and are thus a means of expressing social power.
81

  

Despite these limitations, archival documentary sources may be the only source 

of much data; they may shed light on the internal workings of organisations; they 

provide an opportunity to triangulate data from other sources such as newspapers, 

interviews, broadsheets, and flyers; and they may assist in tracing the generation and 

evolution of policies and strategies over a longer term.
82

 The challenges which are 

produced by these organisational records include gaining access to them, understanding 

how and why (and by whom) they were produced, determining their accuracy, linking 

them with other sources, and deconstructing them.
83

 In addition, while documents may 

be available, there may be minimal or no finding aids which enable the researcher to 

determine their usefulness for reconstructing an event. 

Employers, trade unions and governments regularly dispose of records for a 

variety of reasons.
84

 Decisions are made about what is significant from the 

organisation‟s perspective and what records portray them favourably, records they do 

not want organisational factions to have access to in the future, descriptive rather than 
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financial records, or merely to make mischief for future searchers. Those documents that 

are retained by organisations may also be those that reflect the „official‟ view prevailing 

at any given time, rather than the perceived importance of the documents. Such records 

as do survive may not be representative, yet without some idea of what was produced 

originally, this may be impossible to ascertain.
85

 For example, lists such as those 

available via the Public Record Office Victoria (PROV) indicate what has been retained, 

and not what was produced by a government body. Thus there exists the possibility that 

those records that have survived have done so because of an inherent bias in that 

process. Many organisational records also have restricted access, which may be imposed 

for reasons of security, commercial information or privacy. 

Documentary sources should have the usual criteria for quality control applied to 

them, including authenticity, credibility, representativeness and meaning.
86

 It is also 

important to look for internal consistency, to seek confirmation from other sources, and 

to be aware of possible bias.
87

 Documents are written for a particular audience and a 

particular purpose and these need to be understood when assessing their contents and 

value.
88

 The researcher has no control over the quality or the form of the data, and needs 

to be aware of issues such as bias towards the views of leaders and a disinclination to 

acknowledge internal debates or conflicts.
89

 News media particularly are viewed as 

constructing a story that may not so much stand on the facts but on the supposed biases 

of its readers, editors or publishers. They may also use sensational headlines, metaphoric 

language, and dramatized descriptions.
90
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As with any source, historical records have their shortcomings, since any account 

which is constructed from them „must necessarily be incomplete and imperfect.‟
91

 The 

researcher who examines documents must „bring together fragments of the past‟,
92

 

understanding that they are the result of human agency, and produced within a certain 

historical context.  In order to determine accurately the sequence of events and who was 

involved, as much of the record as possible should be investigated.   

This thesis has drawn on an extensive range of primary documentary material 

which was geographically dispersed. The records of the trade unions involved in the 

dispute were accessed at the Noel Butlin Archives Centre, Australian National 

University (NBAC), and at the University of Melbourne Archives (UMA). Holdings in 

the latter included the records of the VTHC, as well as the personal papers of shop 

steward Sam Armstrong and ACAC Commissioner Allan Vosti.  

The extensive SECV records were mostly available from the PROV. These 

records also contained the full transcripts of the ACAC hearings related to the dispute. 

As the result of a Freedom of Information request to the Office of the Administrator, 

State Electricity Commission of Victoria, I gained access to a closed series at PROV, 

and subsequently to an extensive range of records in the custody of the Administrator 

following the disaggregation of the SECV, and privatisation of Generation Victoria.  

I was granted access to the records of the Gippsland Trades and Labour Council 

(GTLC), which are unfortunately incomplete for some periods. I was also fortunate to be 

lent copies of recordings of three mass meetings, which provided an excellent indicator 

of the rank and file attitude as the dispute progressed. 
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The Cabinet documents from the first and second Fraser Cabinets (1975, 1976-

1977) were available online via the National Archives of Australia (NAA) web site on 

their release in January 2008 under the 30-year rule. Unfortunately, the papers for the 

corresponding years of the Victorian Hamer government were not available owing to an 

unwillingness to split the Cabinet records of the entire Hamer government.   

Some sets of journals and newsletters produced by the unions involved in the 

dispute were held in the National Library of Australia (NLA) and the State Library of 

Victoria (SLV). The SLV also holds the Riley and Ephemera Collection, which contains 

a range of flyers and posters relating to the 1977 and other disputes, and the subject files 

of the Merrifield Collection of labour movement records. More detail on sources is given 

in the list of references. 

Melding the information from the documentary and oral sources enabled the 

narration of the timelines for the dispute and its location within a wider context. It is the 

establishment of this wider context for information which aids in the understanding of 

complex social situations and processes such as the 1977 dispute.
93

 The availability of 

primary source material, both written and oral, together with a number of secondary 

documentary sources, provided a variety of perspectives on the dispute as well as 

indicators of the effect of various relationships which affected its initiation, continuation 

and cessation. These relationships will be discussed in Chapters four and five of the 

thesis in order to provide greater detail on the local, state and federal contexts within 

which the dispute was located. 

This chapter has described and justified the use of narrative research to construct 

the story of the 1977 dispute. The two data collection methods used in the compilation of 

the narrative were the taking of oral histories via semi-structured interviews from 
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participants in the dispute, and the examination of a range of documentary sources, both 

primary and secondary. The data gathering process has been described in some detail.  

The next chapter of this thesis will describe the complex local context within 

which the 1977 dispute occurred. It is the first of two chapters which will provide an 

overview of the important economic, political and industrial environment within the 

local, state and federal spheres. These were important for two reasons, firstly in 

providing the issues which formed the basis of the 1977 log of claims, and secondly, in 

contributing to the dispute becoming a protracted struggle.  

The discussion of the local context will start with a brief description of the locale 

of the dispute. This will be followed by a history of the establishment and growth of the 

SECV in the LV and some of its specific industrial features. These include the strong 

shop steward organisation, the role of the Central Gippsland Trades and Labor Council, 

the industrial relations environment within the SECV, and three specific industrial issues 

which were important to the LV maintenance workforce. These were wage relativities, 

the campaign for a single award, and the contract labour issue. 
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Chapter Four: The local context 

Anyone who has driven down the Princes Highway from Melbourne has noticed 

the panorama that catches the eye as you come over the hill at Hernes Oak and the LV 

opens up in front of you. Standing out in particular are the scattered power stations, and 

the enormous open cut coal mine of Yallourn to your left. It is an awe-inspiring sight, 

especially at night when the dredgers are lit up. This was the setting for the 1977 SECV 

maintenance workers‟ dispute, the memory and legacy of which persists within local 

union ranks to this day. 

The players in the drama that was to come included the SECV, a paternalistic 

organisation which was the largest employer in the region, and the CGTLC, the regional 

peak union body which at that time operated principally as the combined voice of the 

SECV unions. There was intervention at both federal and state government levels, as 

well as by Bob Hawke, then President of the ACTU. The public face of the dispute on 

the union side became four of the senior shop stewards: Sam Armstrong and George 

Wragg of the AMWSU, Ted Turnbull of the ETU and Ross Miles of the Building 

Workers‟ Industrial Union of Australia (BWIU).
1
 For the SECV, the public roles would 

be played by its Chairman Charles Trethowan, Frank Sims, Manager Industrial 

Relations, and Bill De Campo, Assistant General Manager (Operations) (AGM(O)), who 

was to pass away not long after the end of the strike. 

This chapter, and that which follows, will describe in detail the industrial, 

political and economic context within which the dispute was located. The key factors in 

those contexts and the reasons for their importance to the dispute will be explained. 

While the local context was significant in determining the initial course of the dispute, 
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the wider state and federal contexts played important roles. Government policies in these 

two arenas had imposed some of the constraints around the items in the maintenance 

workers 1977 log of claims. In addition, government reactions affected both the way the 

dispute proceeded and its outcomes. 

While the organisational structures in place provided constraints for the LV 

unionists, they also provided opportunities. The local unions developed a series of 

relationships with the SECV, and with the CGTLC, which formed a part of their 

industrial identity and embodied their expectations. These relationships, operating within 

the constraints imposed by governments and the VTHC, were also a major factor in 

shaping the course of the 1977 maintenance dispute. They included an ambivalent 

relationship with the VTHC which was the result of early experiences of the rank and 

file. The relationship with the CGTLC was similar, because of the preference of some 

local unions to decide on their own forms of action, rather than to coordinate action 

through the CGTLC. A similarly uneasy relationship developed between the LV unions 

and their state branches, despite the former in theory being subordinate. This Melbourne-

LV divide became a feature within the unions, the peak union councils and the SECV. 

This chapter begins with an overview of the physical location within which this 

study is located. The characteristics of the LV, the establishment and growth of the 

SECV, and the nature of the industrial identity developed by the local workforce, are a 

key part of understanding the dispute. The work of economic and human geographers 

connecting labour, place and identity is discussed where it is relevant to the development 

of the specific industrial identity of the SECV maintenance workers in the LV. Labour 

Process Theory (LPT) is used to frame the highly structured and paternalistic 

bureaucracy which characterised the SECV operations during the 1970s as another 

factor which contributed to the local industrial identity.  
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This is followed by a discussion of some specific industrial features within this 

context. These include the strong shop stewards organisation within the SECV; the 

history and role of the CGTLC in coordinating local industrial action; the general state 

of industrial relations within the SECV; and three specific industrial issues which were 

of particular importance to the LV SECV maintenance workforce at the time of the 1977 

dispute. These were the issues of wage relativities, the ongoing campaign for a single 

federal award to cover SECV workers, and the emotive and longstanding issue of 

contract labour. The first two issues were both important in the formulation of the log of 

claims early in 1977, and the third provided the trigger for the strike. 

Physical location and context of the study 

The LV is about 140 kilometres east of Melbourne and in the middle of 

Gippsland, a region rich in natural resources including fertile agricultural land, extensive 

native forests, the beauty of the Gippsland Lakes, and brown coal, oil and gas reserves. 

It was the last part of the south eastern corner of Australia to be settled by Europeans 

and then not until the 1840s.
2
 The LV is that part of Gippsland flanked by the Baw Baw 

ranges to the north, and the Strzelecki-Jeeralang ranges in the south, and stretching from 

the town of Moe in the west to Traralgon in the east, a distance of about 30 kilometres, 

with a land area of about 9,382 sq kms. It began as a grazing area in the 1870s, with 

dairying becoming the primary sector of the economy by the end of the century.  

The three major towns of Morwell, Moe and Traralgon began on old squatting 

runs which became stopping points on the coach road and then the railway line. A new 

township of Yallourn was planned and built by the SECV from the 1920s as a „model 

town‟ for power workers and their families. It was described as the „gem of the Valley‟.
3
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By 1938 Yallourn was the largest town in the Central Gippsland region with a 

population of 3839. The next largest town was Morwell with 1762 people, but with large 

farming populations scattered around the area.
4
 Yallourn became the regional leader in 

health (with a hospital opened in 1929) and education (its High School and Technical 

School were the only secondary facilities between Sale and Warragul). It competed as a 

cultural centre with Orchestral, Madrigal, Choral and Glee societies, and a picture 

theatre.
5
 Nonetheless it remained a „company town‟ with its 1069 homes rented from the 

SECV, which owned and administered the town, controlling both its physical design and 

who and where people could live in it.
6
  

Significant population growth within the Latrobe Valley region coincided with 

bursts of activity of the SECV, not only because of the employment opportunities in the 

power stations, but because of the almost constant construction work. Growth which 

significantly increased the local population occurred during 1921-33 when the Yallourn 

power stations were being built, and during 1947-54 when construction was underway at 

Morwell.
7
 It was during the latter period of expansion that the Latrobe Valley received 

an influx of skilled migrants, many from the United Kingdom, and often young and 

male.
8
 Workers flocked to the area for jobs, and a vibrant working-class culture thrived.

9
 

This influx doubled the area‟s population, creating the critical mass of population and 

cohesiveness which resulted in the LV being viewed as a distinctive region in its own 

right. 
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During the mid 1970s the combined population of the three major towns in the 

Latrobe Valley was about 43,000. Morwell was viewed as the „hub‟ of the Valley and 

was „the most cosmopolitan and outward looking town, the preferred location for those 

contemplating a move within the area, the possessor of the most generally admired 

schools, the dominant shopping centre, and the source and destination of most intra-town 

traffic.‟
10

 In the 1980s, Traralgon became the preferred town, with a better lifestyle, 

government and administrative services, and the construction of the new Loy Yang 

power stations nearly.  

In 1975, the SECV employed about 6860 people in the LV with another 258 in 

its Electricity Supply Branch in the area; the Australian Paper Manufacturers (APM) 

employed 1057 people in its Maryvale pulp and paper mill, 166 in its forestry subsidiary, 

and a contract workforce of about 450 in forestry and wood procurement. Together they 

employed about one-third of the total LV workforce, and about 43.5 percent of the male 

workforce.
11

 The SECV was seen as stable and safe employment and employee numbers 

in the LV grew steadily, reaching a peak of about 10,000 in the mid-1980s. Just under 

half of the total SECV workforce was in the LV and was generally young and male, with 

more than 60 percent of employees under 40 years of age.
12
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Figure 4.1. Brown coal areas of Victoria. Source: Digby Crozier, Ministerial 

statement on the Victorian brown coal resource, Minister for Minerals and Energy, 1981 

 

The LV in the 1970s I suggest was a community shaped by its geography. The 

development of the LV as a new industrial region resulted in a particular set of industrial 

relations between the unions, the peak union councils and the SECV. These were the 

result of a combination of factors which included: the particular structure of work and 

work relationships within the SECV; the industrial history which resulted from the 

isolated location and poor working conditions; and the development of a particular 

industrial identity which emphasised local industrial and community relationships. The 

relationships and organisations which had developed as part of its individual industrial 

history resulted in a particular industrial identity based on a combination of work and its 

location. 

Awareness of the different patterns of industrial relations which had developed in 

specific Australian locations or regions led gradually to the recognition of the 

importance and effect of location. This interest increased in the 1980s, aided by work 
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such as that of Benson and others.
13

 Much of the earlier research into regional industrial 

relations systems was based on the major framework offered by Dunlop‟s Systems 

Theory, with a significant application that of Benson and Hince
14

 who drew on examples 

of industrial relations behaviour and activity from various regions.  

The regional milieu began to come into focus as a topic of research in its own 

right, and greater interest in a number of regions developed. These included the LV in 

Victoria,
15

 the Pilbara region in Western Australia,
16

 and the Hunter region of New 

South Wales (NSW).
17

 A special edition of Labour History in 2000 focusing on local 

and regional studies demonstrated the increased interest in this subject.
18
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However, while the „region‟ has been of interest to industrial relations 

researchers, in early writings it was often merely a part of industry studies, with place 

being assumed rather than addressed as an important factor in its own right. More 

recently, Ellem and McGrath-Champ have suggested that geography is a central aspect 

informing the social relations of work.
19

 This view has been further developed through 

increased theorising of the impact of geography or place on industrial relations.
20

 

The construction of a sense of place is based on understanding „how workers 

seek to make space in particular ways‟.
21

 It is thus a social construct made by labour 

itself, and dependent on the particular context, organisations and relationships.
22

 Places 

may thus be seen as networks of social relations and understandings at a range of 

scales,
23

 which develop a meaning and an identity for their inhabitants  

Capital which is dependent on a locality is likely to seek to influence and change 

those local conditions which may be inimical to accumulation,
24

 with these contests over 
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space not only confined to the workplace or to issues arising in the workplace.
25

 

Strategies which may include paternalism and welfarism attempt to extend capital‟s 

influence over the institutions and sites of labour reproduction (home, neighbourhood, 

community, training and education) and consumption (company stores, company 

housing). These typified the early practices of the SECV in relation to its model 

township of Yallourn.
26

 The employer creates his own version of the region, not only 

consolidating local relationships, but also creating others at wider scales.
 27

  

However, differentiated local development results not only from the actions of 

the employer but also from the relationships developed with and the interactions 

between local employees and organisations.
28

 Both labour itself and intra-labour 

relations construct and maintain local labour control regimes particularly in regions with 

an established industrial history.
29

 Working people, their families and institutions may 

create „distinctive, lasting local communities and cultures‟
30

 which enhance collective 

power. Thus when labour is truly embedded in the local community it becomes a 

powerful force,
31

 since these contingent and socially constructed relationships will 

determine the form of local industrial relations and labour practices and, reinforced over 

time by local practice, form the basis of a local industrial identity. 
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Acknowledgement of the fact that workers are active social and spatial agents 

allows consideration of how they shape the geography of capitalism, and the motives 

which underlie their actions.
32

 However, given that labour is not a single or 

homogeneous entity, attempts to alter local space may move in a number of significantly 

different directions. Different groups of workers may have greater or less agency in the 

making of a geography, dependent on their own interpretation or view of it and how it 

responds to their needs or goals. This results in different solutions and practices in 

different geographical contexts.
33

 Such focus on worker agency is a key part of the 

importance of place.
34

 By placing workers at the centre of their economic landscape, it 

becomes possible to see their way of changing it. In addition, a consciousness of place 

may inform an alliance not only of employees or managers, but of „local‟ employees and 

managers in defence of „their locality‟.
35

 

The interactions of work and place with the ongoing and changing social 

relationships of which they form a part mean that workplaces are themselves locations 

where „meanings, values and relationships‟
36

 are created and sustained. Workplace 

industrial relations cultures develop partly as a result of the interaction of work and the 

wider community, such that the history and geography of industrial relations will shape 

the current decision-making and actions of both employer and employees.
37

 These 

internal connections between workplace and community result in particular industrial 

traditions and became part of the industrial history and landscape in particular places, 
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since worker activity is generally workplace based.
38

 These may shape union power, but 

only within the context of local conditions, which is where labour is mobilised.
39

 

In turn, the local industrial identity results in group norms, for example during 

industrial disputes, which ensure group conformity.
40

 Conflict then serves to reinforce 

the allegiance to a particular local identification resulting from „common historical 

experiences and shared cultural codes‟.
41

 However, the local industrial identity is not 

only derived from local experience, but exists in relation to other places and 

communities, causing tensions both within and between groups.
42

  

The difference in the respective economic landscapes sought by employers and 

their labour will result in conflict over their implementation and challenges on both 

sides.
43

 The changing nature of the relationships within a location, including non-local 

factors such as effects of government policy on the employer and community, will affect 

the roles which local institutions develop. When work or its context changes, these roles 

affect how quickly places adapt to the need for different relationships, expectations, and 

strategies.
44

 Roles which have developed through historical relationships need to be 

constantly reassessed as the context and thus the character of the relationship changes. 
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As production relationships change, so they change the space they inhabit, so that the 

past is reshaped to become the present.
45

 

The discussion of the industrial identity which developed around the LV 

maintenance workers has focussed on a specific place and its role in the local industrial 

history. However, in order to better understand the effect of this local industrial identity 

on industrial action, it is also pertinent to consider the impact of geographic scale. 

While geographic scale has often been viewed „in terms of areal boundaries 

which circumscribe particular territorial units‟,
46

 it is now more generally perceived as 

socially produced rather than a purely physical construct.
47

 In a recent extension to this 

conceptualisation, Latour
48

 has suggested that scale may be viewed as a series of variant 

networks. An examination of the relative power or relevance of such networks allows 

greater consideration of how scale affects industrial action. The result of connections 

between players within a particular network at a given time may be to overrule those 

within another less powerful or less relevant network, leading to the shifting of the scale 

of action on a particular issue. Because they are socially constructed, the importance and 

strength of alternative networks will vary over time. They are susceptible to the effects 

of the political, economic, cultural and industrial context within which they operate and 

to changes to the linkages within and between them. Thus the decision about the scale of 

action required will depend on the particular situation and the power or relevance of a 

series of networks and their actors at that time. The choice of networks, or scale, as the 

basis of campaigning will be important for success or otherwise. 
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As Rainnie et al
49

 have noted, local practices affect how quickly places adapt to 

the need for different relationships, expectations and strategies when work and its 

contexts change. Some issues, while originating at the local scale, require action at a 

different scale, that is, within a different network of relations, to move towards a 

successful outcome. Thus the effect of the local industrial identity may be to impede the 

willingness, or even the ability, to consider action with or by a different network of 

actors, that is, at a different scale, because of an insistence on retaining control on a local 

basis. It becomes important to recognise when action is needed at a broader scale than 

can be sustained locally. 

Thus to understand industrial relations in the LV it is important to determine the 

ways in which space and spatial choices have been perceived and acted on over time by 

both individuals and groups, and how constraints imposed by legacy relationships affect 

future choices.
50

 The industrial identities which developed within the SECV were firmly 

based in the particular social relations which had developed from the start of power 

generation activities of the SECV in the LV. The early relationships which developed 

between the LV employees, their unions and their peak council and their counterparts in 

Melbourne became established over time as local industrial action met with success. 

These developments, originating in a single site, Yallourn, provided a regional 

coherence which was actively sustained by workers.
51

 This early industrial identity 

which developed around Yallourn was retained as the SECV developments spread 

across the LV.  

This section has discussed the factors which influenced the nature and 

development of the particular industrial identity of the LV maintenance workforce. This 

                                                 
49

 Rainnie, Herod and McGrath-Champ, 'Spatialising industrial relations'. 
50

 Ron Martin, Peter Sunley and Jane Wills, Union retreat and the regions, Jessica Kingsley Publishers, 

London, 1996. 
51

 David Harvey, The limits to capital, Basil Blackwell, Oxford, 1982, p. 416. 



87 

 

includes an embeddedness in a region far from Melbourne which assisted in promoting a 

sense of difference, and a willingness to take local industrial action over local industrial 

issues. In the following section, a brief history of the SECV will include a discussion of 

the nature of work in this organisation, which also affected the local industrial history 

and identity which developed. 

The development of the SECV 

The decision to establish the SECV was the logical extension of an ongoing 

series of interventions by the Victorian state government during the late 19
th

- and early 

20
th

- centuries to maintain the critical supply of coal to industry and the railways. These 

interventions did not cease however with the establishment of the SECV. In its early 

years, the government intervened frequently in an attempt to influence the decision 

making of Sir John Monash, the founding Chairman.
52

 He needed to demonstrate that 

the SECV was viable and to prove that the decision to make electricity with the poor 

quality coal in the LV could be justified. It was not until the SECV proved itself 

financially viable in 1927 that intervention was to become less onerous, although it did 

not cease. From 1967 the state legislated to require the SECV to „contribute‟ a 

proportion of its income to government consolidated revenue.
53

  During the 1970s, the 

impact of state government decisions was also reflected in the industrial relations 

structures within its government instrumentalities. For the unions represented in the 

SECV workforce, there were two particular decisions which resulted in significant 

change and made negotiating over wages and conditions more complex than with other 

employers. These were firstly the establishment of a state government body, the Office 

of Industrial Relations Co-ordination (Public Employing Authorities) (OIRC), to 

coordinate industrial relations across state government instrumentalities. The unions 
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could no longer expect to negotiate directly with the SECV over wages and conditions. 

The second decision was the inclusion of the SECV in the State Incremental Payments 

Scheme (SIPS). As well as introducing a differential „over award‟ payment, it replaced 

an indexed special payment granted in 1961 as acknowledgement of the SECV‟s status 

as „a special industry‟. The effect of these latter two interventions will be detailed later 

in this section. 

While the production and distribution of electricity in Victoria had commenced 

in 1878 with power stations using black coal from NSW, electricity supply was costly 

and unprofitable in its early years. Supply of black coal from NSW was often uncertain 

due to strikes on the coal fields or in the transport industry. In 1909 when a series of 

lengthy strikes closed down the NSW coal mines the Victorian state government decided 

to intervene and took over the operations of the black coal mine (the State Coal Mine) 

development at Wonthaggi in south eastern Victoria.
54

  

The coal at Wonthaggi was mainly purchased by the Victorian Railways (to 

which the mine was transferred in 1910) for use in their Newport power station. A 

government town was established to ensure „fair rents, stable prices and social 

welfare.‟
55

 This provision of a settled life was seen as the means of avoiding industrial 

disputes, and provided a model for the later establishment of the Yallourn township. 

However, state ownership did not make Wonthaggi immune from industrial unrest, and 

it developed a reputation for militancy.
56

  

A Royal Commission established by the Victorian government in 1911 

recommended electrification of the state‟s railways and a single electricity supply 
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authority for Melbourne.
57

 These recommendations were given greater impetus during 

the World War, when electricity supplies were stretched to the limits and mining and 

transport strikes disrupted supply of NSW black coal. An Advisory Committee on 

Brown Coal established by the Victorian government in 1917 recommended building a 

power station at Morwell in the LV, which had one of the largest brown coal deposits in 

the world. This was despite the poor quality of the coal, which had only one-third the 

energy content of the black coal of NSW, and having about 60-70 percent water content. 

Industry requiring „large quantities of cheap electrical energy‟
58

 was to be encouraged to 

locate in Victoria. In 1918 the Electricity Commissioners Act (Vic) for the generation 

and distribution of electricity in Victoria was passed in the Victorian parliament. 

Another act in 1920 established the SECV as a public corporation, with the mandate to 

electrify Victoria with a state-wide supply system.
59

   

In order to meet anticipated consumer demand, Newport B Power Station (PS) 

was built at the existing Newport site from 1921. Attention then turned to the LV, where 

the first sod for the Yallourn power station was turned on 5 February 1921.
60

 Work had 

also commenced on the site for a model township (Yallourn) to house the workers, many 
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of whom lived at the township of Brown Coal Mine (later renamed Yallourn North) next 

to the Great Morwell Mine.
61

  

Power from Yallourn flowed to nearby regional areas from 1922 and to 

Melbourne from June 1924.
62

 By 1928 nearly all of Melbourne‟s electricity, as well as 

that of more than 100 regional centres, was being supplied from Yallourn. By 1939 the 

SECV supplied 4376 farms and 419 towns, many of which previously had no electricity 

supply and one-fifth of Victoria‟s power came from the SECV‟s hydro-electric 

stations.
63

 A larger project, the hydro-electric Kiewa PS, commenced operations in 1944. 

Newport C PS was completed in 1950 and originally burnt NSW black coal but was 

converted to use brown coal briquettes during the 1950s.
64

  

As demand for electricity grew, the SECV planned and built increasing numbers 

of larger power stations that took advantage of the plentiful supply of brown coal. The 

result was to create a new industrial region, the LV, rather than merely a power station, 

mine and industrial town at Yallourn.
65

 Yallourn power stations A, B, C, D and E were 

all operational by 1962, and a new electricity and briquette plant and open cut at 

Morwell came online at the end of the 1950s. The commissioning during the 1960s of 

the units of the new flagship Hazelwood PS, made it the largest in the Southern 

hemisphere. This nearly doubled the previous system capacity of Victoria which had 
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taken almost 40 years to establish.
66

 The building of Yallourn W PS was announced in 

1965 with service planned from 1974. Plans for the next power station to be built, an 

extension of Yallourn W, would double its capacity to 1400 megawatt (MW), and use 

coal from underneath the town of Yallourn.
67

 Planning for the Loy Yang A and B power 

stations commenced in 1974 and construction commenced in 1979. When the 

electrification of Victoria was completed in 1972, it became the only mainland state 

where all customers were served by a single supply network.
68

  

However, while the establishment of a single electricity authority in Victoria 

provided economies of scale, it resulted in a two-tier structure. The SECV established 

early the principle of separation of management from the operations of the enterprise. 

The production functions were located within the Valley where the appropriate labour 

was available and self-perpetuating; managerial control, and research and development 

functions were placed 150 km away in Melbourne. Massey
69

 has described this process 

as producing new geographies of consumption and production and new sets of 

relationships between places, with some geographies being seen as more equal than 

others. This separation complemented the established paternalistic management style as 

well as indicating an enhanced status for white collar employees. The development of 

different working conditions for the white-collar and blue-collar employees would 

rankle with the latter.
70
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As a result of the ongoing paternalistic management approach, there appeared to 

be a definite line between boss and worker – „they wouldn‟t shake your hand‟.
71

 

Maintenance employees, „a lesser class‟,
72

 were viewed as being treated less favourably 

than those in operations.
73

 While in general the SECV was viewed as a good employer, 

willing to listen, there was also a sense that supervisors and local management 

considered themselves to be „above the workers‟.
74

 However, the previous good 

relationship between the unions and management, which „tolerated‟
75

 the unions, was 

said to have changed in the 1970s with the appointment of new senior management 

staff.
76

 

This separation of functions was not unusual within the prevailing attitudes to 

work and its organisation in general, and in large enterprises such as the SECV in 

particular. Braverman,
77

 within his seminal work on LPT, discussed the impact of the 

shift in control over the labour process from the worker to the employer. This was 

proposed to lead to the degradation of work for the working class and struggles over job 

control. Increasing dissatisfaction with the conditions of work then led to absenteeism, 

high turnover, group restrictions on output and overt hostility.
78

 The privileging of the 

management level resulted from its role of control over labour, and particularly over 

manual labour. 
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Despite this, worker agency ensures that control is not all one way, with active 

worker resistance over the meaning and value of work.
79

 Workers use strategies such as 

informal rules and practices directed at creating space and time, and controlling 

earnings, to make work relatively more interesting and satisfying. This „structured 

antagonism‟ shapes but does not determine workplace-level outcomes since strategies of 

management control will differ with different organisational contexts.
80

 In addition, 

employers need not only control over workers (thus generating conflict), but cooperation 

to ensure engagement in the production process.
81

 This capital-labour relationship will 

also be shaped by the spatial context, since „what occurs on the shop floor is shaped by 

what goes on outside the factory or office gates‟.
82

 

The means of control included a range of strategies apart from direct supervision, 

such as elimination of direct labour, subcontracting, multitasking and job degradation 

through deskilling, as well as technological change, corporate welfarism and company 

unionism.
83

 These controls over the labour process were used in a variety of industries in 

                                                 
79

 See for example Michael Burawoy, Manufacturing consent: changes in the labor process under 

monopoly capitalism, University of Chicago Press, Chicago, 1979; Edwards and Scullion, The social 

organization of industrial conflict; Peter Fleming, 'Beyond the panopticon?', Ephemera, vol. 1, no. 2, May 

2001, pp. 190-194; Paul Thompson, 'Crawling from the wreckage : the labour process and the politics of 

production', in David Knights and Hugh Willmott (eds), Labour process theory, Macmillan, Basingstoke, 

1990, pp. 95-124, p. 101; Paul Thompson and Chris Smith, 'Debating Labour Process Theory and the 

sociology of work', in Paul Thompson and Chris Smith (eds), Working life: renewing labour process 

analysis, Palgrave Macmillan, Basingstoke, UK, 2010a, pp. 11-28. 
80

 Andrew Sturdy, Peter Fleming and Rick Delbridge, 'Normative control and beyond in contemporary 

capitalism', in Paul Thompson and Chris Smith (eds), Working life: renewing labour process analysis, 

Palgrave Macmillan, Basingstoke, UK, 2010, pp. 113-135. 
81

 Craig R. Littler and Graeme Salaman, Class at work: the design, allocation & control of jobs, Batsford 

Academic and Educational, London, 1984. 
82

 Al Rainnie, Susan McGrath-Champ and Andrew Herod, 'Making space for geography in Labour Process 

Theory', in Paul Thompson and Chris Smith (eds), Working life: renewing labour process analysis, 

Palgrave Macmillan, Basingstoke, UK, 2010, pp. 297-315, p. 299. 
83

 See for example Nikola Balnave, 'Company-sponsored recreation in Australia:1890-1965', Labour 

History, no. 85, November 2003, pp. 129-151; George Callaghan and Paul Thompson, 'Edwards revisited : 

technical control and call centres', Economic and Industrial Democracy, vol. 22, no. 1, February 2001, pp. 

13-37; J. Child, 'Managerial strategies, new technology and the labour process', in David Knights, Hugh 

Willmott and David Collinson (eds), Job redesign : critical perspectives on the labour process, Gower, 

Aldershot, 1985, pp. 107-141; John Storey, 'The means of management control', Sociology, vol. 19, no. 2, 

May 1985, pp. 193-211; Graeme Thompson and Stephen Ackroyd, 'All quiet on the workplace front: a 

critique of recent trends in British industrial sociology', Sociology, vol. 29, no. 4, November 1995, pp. 

615-633; Paul Thompson and Chris Smith (eds), Working life: renewing labour process analysis, Palgrave 



94 

 

Australia,
84

 with Williams noting as late as 1981 that „highly bureaucratised, 

authoritarian domination of manual workers is still pervasive‟.
85

  

While Braverman's LPT was developed within the context of a mass production 

environment, it nonetheless provides a framework for considering working life at the 

SECV. The size and complexity of the latter resulted in some of the classic features 

leading to workplace conflict according to LPT, namely, the differential treatment of the 

wages and salaried employees, the control over daily tasks, a paternalistic attitude, and a 

strongly hierarchical bureaucracy which separated operations and policy.  

While most SECV employees enjoyed their jobs, the common complaints were 

that work was too boring, too dirty or unhealthy and there was too much union activity.
86

 

Trades people and women worked below their skill level, and this, together with the 

increasing use of technology, resulted in greater alienation of the worker from the task.
87

 

The SECV itself had recognized that more satisfying and challenging work was needed 

for its employees to improve motivation and performance.
88

 

In the SECV, as with other Victorian government instrumentalities, its 

employees worked under a multitude of awards and determinations. In order to ensure 

that decisions made by one instrumentality did not result in unanticipated flow on effects 

of wages and conditions to other instrumentalities, an informal industrial coordinating 

                                                                                                                                                
Macmillan, Basingstoke, UK, 2010b; Christopher Wright, 'Historical interpretations of the labour process: 

retrospect and future research directions', Labour History, no. 100, May 2011, pp. 19-32. 
84

 See for example Thomas Bramble, 'Union management co-operation in the vehicle industry, 1983-

1992', Labour & Industry, vol. 5, no. 1&2, March-June 1993, pp. 83-104; Erik Eklund, 'Managers, 

workers, and industrial welfarism: management strategies at ER&S and the Sulphide Corporation, 1895-

1929', Australian Economic History Review, vol. 37, no. 2, July 1997a, pp. 137-157; Constance Lever-

Tracy and Michael Quinlan, A divided working class: ethnic segmentation and industrial conflict in 

Australia, Routledge & Kegan Paul, London, 1988.ch. 5; Michael Quinlan, 'Managerial strategy and 

industrial relations in the Australian steel industry 1945-1975: a case study', in Mark Bray and Vic Taylor 

(eds), Managing labour?: essays in the political economy of Australian industrial relations, McGraw-Hill, 

Sydney, 1986, pp. 20-47. 
85

 Williams, Open cut: the working class in an Australian mining town, p. 39. 
86

 Gippsland Institute of Advanced Education, Central Gippsland social survey: a socio-economic study of 

the Latrobe Valley, p. 20. 
87

 Puffin, Life in the Latrobe Valley: companion volume to Central Gippsland social survey, pp. 19-20. 
88

 J.C. Trethowan, 'Public enterprise', Australian Journal of Public Administration, vol. 36, no. 1, March 

1977, pp. 44-51. 



95 

 

arrangement in place since 1947 was formalized in 1972. The new body, the OIRC, was 

tasked among other things with facilitating joint negotiations where appropriate and 

helping to avoid the creation of unjustifiable anomalies, but without removing 

responsibility for „dealings with industrial organizations‟.
89

  

Until 1972, the SECV and the unions had been able to conduct direct 

negotiations,
90

 and the creation of the OIRC in effect removed the ability of the SECV to 

directly negotiate with its workers, despite most SECV workers having their own federal 

awards. The unions were unhappy with this new restriction of their options available in 

disputes, and the serving of the log of claims by maintenance unions in 1973, 1975 and 

again in 1977 directly to the LV SECV management may be seen in part as an attempt to 

return the formal negotiation process back to the protagonists.  

The result was that during the 1970s, the SECV referred all claims to arbitration, 

on the basis that they affected other state instrumentalities.
91

 While formal coordination 

of wage and conditions claims had benefits for the government in terms of consistency 

of industrial relations policy and the prevention or mitigation of flow ons, for the unions 

responses to claims took longer and became more complex with an additional party 

involved,  making the process of dispute resolution longer and more difficult.
92

  

Another factor which affected the conduct of industrial relations within Victorian 

government instrumentalities such as the SECV was the operation of SIPS. This scheme 

of over award payments had been introduced by the OIRC (and its informal predecessor) 

in conjunction with the VTHC, and was renegotiated at irregular intervals. It was 
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originally introduced in 1964 to reduce anomalies that had arisen within the gas and 

electricity authorities because of wage increases and applied to blue-collar workers and 

their supervisors only.
93

 When the SECV became a party to SIPS in 1972, this 

introduced for the first time increments of service to the SECV over award entitlement.
94

  

Prior to the introduction of SIPS, SECV workers had been in receipt of a „special 

payment‟ in recognition of the SECV‟s declaration of itself in 1961 as a „special 

industry‟. This payment was claimed by the SECV to have been a means of attracting 

tradesmen to the isolated LV area.
95

 In the process of introducing SIPS into the SECV, 

the „special payment‟ column in the Metal Trades Award 1952 was deleted, converting 

an award entitlement to an over award payment.
96

 However, this deletion was contrary 

to the understanding of both the VTHC and the SECV unions,
97

 and effectively 

decreased wages relative to other public sector employees.  

By 1977 the difference in relativity arising from the absorption of the special 

payment column in the Award was calculated to be worth around $25.70, the figure 

behind the ambit claim of $40 in the 1977 maintenance dispute.
98

 The introduction of 

SIPS was seen to have aggravated the anomalies already existing within the SECV‟s 

wages structures, and changed the relativities between classifications, thus increasing the 

potential for industrial disputes.
99
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These two issues, the formalisation of the OIRC, and the introduction of SIPS 

into the SECV, both the result of intervention by the state government in the 

management of its statutory authorities, thus provide an important context for the 1977 

dispute. 

The SECV was tied to the LV by the location of the brown coal and a huge 

capital investment. This was perceived to give the LV workers and the unions a 

significant advantage in negotiating industrial claims. Part of the strength of the LV 

unions was the development of a strong and well organised shop stewards‟ network 

within the SECV, which was particularly evident in the LV. Supporting the SECV shop 

steward network was a local peak council which primarily affiliated SECV unions and 

provided a means of coordinating their inter-union activity.  

The next section will briefly describe the SECV shop steward organisation. The 

strength of the organisation of shop floor stewards in the LV SECV was a significant 

factor in local industrial relations. The relationship with the state unions and the VTHC, 

both distant in Melbourne, reinforced both the local industrial identity and a willingness 

to take local action in support of local issues. This resulted in a reputation for militancy 

which was seen as inherent in the local union movement. 

Shop steward organisation 

The strength and extent of the shop steward organisation within the SECV was 

unusual in Australia during the 1970s. It was strong and active and included the white 

collar unions. There were twenty-four unions representing the approximate 9,000 

employees in the LV, and most employees worked under federal awards, some specific 

to the SECV.
100

 Some of the wages employees, such as bricklayers, plumbers, plasterers 
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and storemen and packers, worked under state determinations. About 90 percent of 

SECV employees belonged to one of the six major unions (MOA, Association of 

Professional Engineers, Australia (APEA), FEDFA, AMWSU,
101

 Electrical Trades 

Union of Australia (ETU) and Federated Ironworkers‟ Association of Australia (FIA)), 

with overall union density in the SECV at over 95 per cent.
102

 While the SECV did not 

endorse the principle of a closed shop, in practice it supported this as an „industrial fact 

of life‟.
103

 

In the majority of workplaces in Australia during the 1960s and 1970s union 

bargaining power was relatively weak.
104

 In general a strong shop steward organisation 

was seen as unnecessary within the centralised system of arbitration.
105

 There was 

variation however, with Rimmer suggesting that the „growth of over-award pay, the 

application of job control, and several features of the Australian strike pattern, are all 

consistent with the existence of a significant volume of workplace bargaining between 

shop stewards and manager‟.
106

 Electricity generation was one of the industries which 

were organised before the 1950s,
107

 and so the formation and sometimes militant 
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character of shop committees was not solely the influence of British immigrants after the 

Second World War.
108

 The metal industries in particular were seen as having more 

emphasis on plant level industrial relations and direct negotiation than most industries, 

with the shop steward organisation tending to be „numerous, powerful and well-

organised‟.
109

 

Some Australian unions, such as the AMWSU and the ETU, actively encouraged 

shop steward organisation in the workplace. Stewards were expected to have a role to 

play in a range of issues, including negotiating over award payments and conditions of 

employment.
110

 The steward was viewed as „the key agent to the mobilization of the 

membership‟.
111

 Sam Armstrong, shop steward for the LV AMWSU, and a leader in the 

1977 maintenance dispute, considered that the role of the steward was to negotiate to 

win better wages and conditions. 
112

 

This was in contrast to the policy of the ACTU, which considered that industrial 

actions taken by shop committees undermined uniformity in policy and wage 

negotiations by the union.
113

 The Shop Stewards Charter adopted by the ACTU in 1961 

expressly precluded stewards from becoming involved with „matters affecting wage 

rates and conditions of employment covered by Awards or Agreements‟ which were the 
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responsibility of the relevant unions.
114

 The ACTU later become more tolerant of shop 

committees, and in 1980 a detailed charter expanded their role.
115

 

The ACTU policy was firmly supported by the VTHC,
116

 so the activities of the 

shop stewards and the shop committees in the SECV were a constant source of irritation. 

Their activities were questioned by the VTHC on a number of occasions.
117

  

In 1966 the issue came to a head when an unauthorized stop work meeting 

resulted in a strike at the SECV.
118

 The result was rule changes that enabled the VTHC 

Executive to intervene in and take control of disputes, so that unions were not obliged to 

support such „unauthorised‟ actions,
119

 and to avoid further „industrial anarchy‟.
120

 This 

deliberate reduction in rank and file involvement added to the perception, particularly by 

unions associated with the left, that the VTHC was not committed to advancing affiliate 

interest through direct action.
121

 It was also viewed by the regional trades and labour 

councils, such as the CGTLC, as a move against their local autonomy.
122

 Industrial 

action was viewed as appropriate when sanctioned by the VTHC, but not when it was 

initiated by individual unions, shop committees or the rank and file.
123

  

Blue-collar stewards at the SECV were often involved in negotiations around 

employment issues such as pay problems and classifications, allowances, general 
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working conditions, health and safety, staffing and manning, overtime and discipline,
124

 

along the lines of the „British tradition‟.
125

 It was a very „democratic‟ workplace-based 

form of unionism, with members generally being consulted by the stewards when 

decisions needed to be made, a factor which also assisted in maintaining a strong and 

relevant union organisation.
126

 They also actively participated in a range of activities 

related to industrial action, although the extent and type of workplace involvement 

varied with the type of union and the location of the shop steward.
127

 In addition, a 

significant minority of stewards also attended meetings with stewards from other unions, 

demonstrating the perceived importance of the development of a strong shop floor 

organisation.
128

  

The willingness of the SECV in the LV to recognise or incorporate the steward 

or shop committee into plant level industrial issues may have been partly a function of 

the distance of the LV from mainstream industrial relations activity, both on the unions‟ 

and on the SECV‟s part. As a result, activity at the local level was often seen as more 

important than state or even national-level activity, which is not uncommon for workers 

in areas such as the LV.
129

 Officials, while recognising that unity at the local level is 

necessary for mobilisation of member power at any level, were often reluctant to accept 

local independence which might later have effects on overall union policy or strategy, or 

on inter-union relations.
130

 For most of the blue collar SECV unions, the membership in 
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the LV was only a small proportion of state or federal membership. This reinforced the 

perceived reluctance of officials to press local views, and exacerbated the perception of a 

divide between Melbourne and the LV.
131

 

The SECV preference was to resolve industrial disputes at the shop floor level 

without outside intervention, and to resist approaches made in the name of the CGTLC, 

the local peak union council.
132

 The CGTLC provided a direct forum for the SECV shop 

stewards in regional industrial mobilisation and exchange through local union affiliation 

and representation. For the LV SECV unions, this occurred primarily through an SECV 

subcommittee.  

The following section will briefly describe the CGTLC, which played a major 

role in the 1977 dispute, within the context of the LV and the SECV. In addition, 

mention will be made of the uneasy relationship which developed with the state peak 

council, the VTHC.  

The Central Gippsland Trades and Labor Council 

The local peak union body was the CGTLC. It was established as the Yallourn 

and District Trades and Labor Council (YDTLC) in 1932, and became active in the 

1940s and 1950s. The geographic coverage of the YDTLC expanded as the SECV 

moved from Yallourn into other locations in the Latrobe Valley and as other industries 

became established locally. This prompted a change of name in 1947 to the Central 

Gippsland (and still later to just Gippsland) Trades and Labor Council.
133

  At the time of 

the 1955 split in the labour movement, it lost almost half of its affiliated unions, and thus 

much of its power and cohesiveness over industrial action in the Latrobe Valley. In 
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1960, control of the Executive was returned to the Left after nine years under the ALP 

Industrial Groups
134

 (the Groupers), and was more inclined to direct action as the means 

of improving conditions.   

During the 1960s the CGTLC was mainly a forum for SECV maintenance 

unions. While many of the trade unions representing workers in the SECV were 

affiliated to the CGTLC, notable exceptions during the 1970s were the FIA (a 

maintenance union) and the major unions representing the salaried employees, the 

FEDFA and the MOA. The mediation of industrial mobilisation and exchange by the 

CGTLC enabled the SECV to organise, control and bring some discipline to union 

behaviour; effectively the SECV „shared control to regain and maintain control‟.
135

 The 

CGTLC and the SECV were seen as „bound together‟,
136

 with the CGTLC „an integral 

part of the power industry‟.
137

 

The strength of the CGTLC in mobilisation and exchange with the SECV during 

the 1970s arose mainly from the affiliation of the blue collar unions.
138

 However, during 

the late 1970s and 1980s the CGTLC reinvented itself with a stronger central 

organisation and commenced coordinating inter-union industrial action both within the 

SECV and the wider community. When the key operations unions, the FEDFA and the 

MOA, re-affiliated in the early 1980s, the CGTLC was greatly strengthened due to its 

perceived hold over the state‟s electricity supply.  The CGTLC gained a new relevance 

and prominence in the Latrobe Valley, with its power peaking from 1987 to the early 
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1990s. It was able to negotiate for all its affiliates with regional employing bodies on 

over-award and cross industry issues, as well as being an important forum for 

developing regional negotiating strategy and aiding communication.
139

  

To operate most effectively as an agent of mobilisation and exchange it was 

important that the CGTLC be part of the representative structure established by the 

VTHC. The actions of SECV shop committees were seen on occasion as a struggle for 

power between the VTHC and the rank and file,
140

 despite the recognised benefits of 

having the support and influence of the VTHC during industrial disputes.
141

 The CGTLC 

preferred to „control its own destiny‟,
142

 and had claimed autonomy over disputes within 

its geographic area of coverage in 1965.
143

 This did not necessarily accord with the 

stated wishes of the VTHC.
144

 

The VTHC viewed the CGTLC as operating outside the limits of its authority 

and moved to investigate its operations on a number of occasions during the 1950s and 

1960s. The VTHC intervened in 1952 after complaints from affiliated unions,
145

 in 1957 

over handling of industrial matters,
146

 after the elections of 1960 which returned control 

to the Left,
147

 and in 1961 after complaints from affiliated unions.
148

  

                                                 
139

 Pullin and Haidar, 'Industrial restructuring and labour collectivity in the Latrobe region'. 
140

 Brigden, 'Beyond peak body authority: power relations in the Trades Hall Council (THC)'. 
141

 Brigden, A vehicle for solidarity: power and purpose in the Victorian Trades Hall Council, 1948-1981, 

pp. 232-3. 
142

 Interviews with Bruce p. 2; Frank p. 14. 
143

 Plowman, 'Unions in conflict: the Victorian Trades Hall split 1967-1973'. 
144

 See for example GTLC, Box 7 (3rd), File GTLC correspondence etc (folder 13), VTHC to CGTLC, 22 

June 1964; GTLC, Box 7 (3rd), File GTLC correspondence etc (folder 13), CGTLC to SECV, 3 August 

1964. 
145

 See for example UMA, 88/62, 1/2/1/25, VTHC Executive, 29 April 1952; UMA, 88/62, 7/5/6, File 

Correspondence Trades Hall Councils 1950-1-2, Transport Workers‟ Union to VTHC, 28 April 1952, and 

PPWFA to VTHC, 26 April 1952. 
146

 The Age, 1 November 1957, p. 3; The Sun, 1 November 1957, p. 11; Industrial Review 1 December 

1957; UMA, 85/61, Box 43, File 19/9, THC Circular to unions with members in the Central Gippsland 

area, 27 November 1957; UMA, 1/1/1/25, VTHC meeting, 5 December 1957. 
147

 Industrial Review v. 7, no. 4, June 1960, p. 4; The Herald, 17 March 1960, Final ed., p. 7; GTLC, Box 

7 (3rd), File Correspondence CGTLC (File15), VTHC to CGTLC, 15 March 1960; UMA, 88/62, 1/1/1/26, 

VTHC meeting, 21 April 1960.   
148

 UMA, 88/62, 1/2/1/34, VTHC meeting, 19 June 1961, p.118; UMA, 88/62, 1/1/1/27, VTHC meeting, 5 

October 1961. 



105 

 

In addition, the CGTLC was accused of usurping the place of the VTHC over the 

SECV dispute in 1966, and in the contract labour disputes of 1968.
149

  

However, there were occasions when the CGTLC and the VTHC worked 

together for common goals. One example of this was the campaign to save the SECV 

township of Yallourn. When the SECV announced in September 1961 that it had 

committed to winning the quality coal under Yallourn, the decision shocked and 

bewildered the inhabitants of the town, who were completely unprepared for it.
150

 The 

initial date for clearing the town was 1995, but when the state government in 1972 

announced that the generating capacity of the planned Yallourn W PS would be doubled, 

the date for demolition of Yallourn was brought forward to 1979.
151

 A Save Yallourn 

Campaign commenced in 1974. The VTHC, on the recommendation of the CGTLC, 

placed black bans on the removal of houses from Yallourn.
152

 However, the level of 

community opposition to the destruction of Yallourn decreased, so the bans were 

removed in September 1975 and the removal of houses resumed.
153

 By mid-1977, only 

464 tenants remained, and the last resident left in 1981.
154

 

The relationships between the SECV, the unions and the CGTLC, which may 

have had advantages for all parties, did not result in an industrially quiescent workforce. 

The development of the SECV and the history of electricity generation and supply in 

Victoria is one which demonstrates ongoing industrial activity. While the LV workforce 

was seen as less troubled than its black coal counterparts,
155

 the early years in particular 
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were marked by a number of large strikes by the miners, members of the Australian 

Workers‟ Union (AWU). The relationships which had developed around the 

organisational structures of the SECV, the government and the shop stewards‟ network 

were important in setting expectations and traditions. Within the SECV, the Melbourne-

LV divide became established early on, and this reflected the uneasy relationship 

between the LV unions and their state branches, and between the local and state peak 

union councils. It framed the industrial relationships which had been developed by the 

LV rank and file. The SECV had preferred to deal directly with the VTHC since the 

1920s, and this continued after the formation of the CGTLC in the 1930s. As a result, 

the local unions did not always trust the VTHC to act in their interests. A similar uneasy 

relationship had developed between the CGTLC and the VTHC. However, the unions 

used the CGTLC only when it suited them,
156

 resulting in fragmented action and 

demarcation disputes.  

The next section will briefly look at the industrial relations climate in the SECV.  

A description of the more significant industrial disputes from the early days to the 1970s 

will be followed by some general observations concerning SECV industrial relations. 

Two significant disputes occurring in the SECV during 1977 in the period leading up to 

the maintenance dispute will also be described. These were the ETU/Coronet Homes 

dispute, and the MOA shift work dispute. Some features of these disputes provide an 

important context for the maintenance dispute which occurred later that year. 

Industrial relations within the SECV 

As the SECV grew, it became the significant employer in the LV. It created a 

newly industrialized region to which the unions and the employees adapted, developing 

a series of relationships around the organisational structures in order to achieve their 
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industrial aims. The bargaining power of the LV unions became greater once demand for 

electricity increased and the SECV built more power stations in the LV. This large 

capital investment tied it even more tightly to the LV coal fields, and thus to its LV 

workforce.  

While Victoria‟s power stations were located next to extensive brown coal 

reserves, Victoria did not have a competitive electricity cost advantage over other states. 

In part this was due to the poor quality of the brown coal supply, but Teicher, van 

Gramberg and Holland 
157

 have also suggested that it related to the SECV‟s history of 

making concessions concerning staffing and work practices which increased its labour 

costs relative to suppliers in other states. Certainly other employers in the Latrobe Valley 

considered that labour costs and labour discipline were major hurdles to industrial 

expansion in the Latrobe Valley, and blamed both of these on the SECV‟s generation 

and construction activities.
158

 Allegations of low productivity, and continued 

demarcation disputes within the SECV, served to perpetuate the image of the Valley as 

an area high in industrial conflict.
159

  

However, industrial disputes in the electricity sector receive more scrutiny from 

the mass media, both because of their possible impact on the public, and because in a 

monopoly there are political implications and expectations on both sides. In addition, the 

large size and complexity of such organisations, centralised labour negotiations which 

result in lack of flexibility on both sides, and communication difficulties between both 

workers and management, and between workers and unions, mean that there is greater 

opportunity for disputes to occur. In addition, it has been suggested that working in 
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physical conditions which are isolated, dangerous and unpleasant will affect the attitude 

of workers to their jobs and to management. While these conditions may not in 

themselves create militancy, they assist in creating a climate which produces conflict, 

and provide the impetus for the development of a job delegate or shop steward 

network.
160

 

The large scale development in a newly industrialised and remote area (by the 

standards of the time) resulted in a unique set of relationships between the SECV as the 

major employer, the unions which came to the LV with the jobs, and the workers. The 

latter developed their own bargaining structures and established a local peak union body 

to provide support for common claims around SECV wages and conditions. 

The first documented strike at the SECV was in 1924, and during the period 

1924 until 1926 there were six major stoppages at the open cut. These included strikes in 

early 1926 by the AWU miners for more than four days over the delay in taking a log of 

claims to arbitration; two months later, over 1,000 coal miners without the support of 

their state branch went on strike for five days over the interpretation of the award for 

Yallourn coal labourers; in November that year a strike by the AWU over a 44-hour 

week and better conditions lasted nearly three weeks, resulting in the first electricity use 

restrictions.
161

 When the Melbourne Trades Hall Council (MTHC) sent a deputation to 

Yallourn to persuade the miners to end the strike, it gave the impression that the MTHC 

was negotiating with the SECV without reference to the miners‟ position. This increased 

allegiance to the local AWU and bred resentment of the MTHC.
162

  

Another walkout occurred in March 1927 over the attitude of a foreman, who 

was eventually transferred to another section when the local AWU would not back down 
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and members went on strike for three days. When the coal miners were placed under 

industrial pressure they reacted with a high degree of solidarity. The AWU was able to 

win concessions through strike action, thus encouraging other unions to do the same. 

The improvement of working and living conditions, together with the 1930s Depression, 

reduced the amount of overt conflict temporarily. However it then moved from the 

mines to the power stations.
163

 

Sir John Monash, founding Chairman of the SECV, developed a paternalistic 

style of governance to support the development of an efficient workforce. He saw this as 

an „enlightened, scientific management‟
164

 which would encourage greater productivity 

within the SECV. The MTHC supported Monash and dealt directly with him as a means 

of increasing its control over the unionists at Yallourn.
165

 In 1944, Justice Stretton, 

investigating serious fires which had threatened the township of Yallourn, noted the 

„atmosphere of suffocating paternalism‟
166

 of the town and asserted that „the SEC‟s 

administration of the town actually provoked dissent‟.
167

 However, the SECV continued 

to drive the location, constitution and reproduction of its workforce, community 

development and training and education both within Yallourn and its workforce.
168

 The 

SECV had made its workers „cogs in the industrial machine‟
169

 and imposed a work 

hierarchy on Yallourn‟s social structure.  

In the early 1940s, the YDTLC suggested the establishment of a joint 

consultative committee for the Yallourn site, with the aim of creating „harmonious 
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industrial relations‟.
170

 This followed an earlier attempt by the YDTLC to set up an 

„Appeals and Reference Board‟ which would adjudicate on industrial matters with the 

approval of the relevant union. This Board would consider such matters as dismissals, 

anomalies, changes to working conditions and hours and any other matter in dispute.
171

 

Despite these proposals from the YDTLC, the SECV noted in 1949 that the unions had 

been inspired with a confidence in the SECV,
172

 and that most problems could be settled 

in amicable discussion. Where this was not possible the SECV looked to the VTHC to 

represent organised labour. 

A series of major disputes ensued over the years after World War II. The issue of 

contract labour, which was to develop into such a major concern for the maintenance 

unions in particular, came to the fore with action under the auspices of the CGTLC in 

the late 1950s.
173

 In the 1960s the white collar unions also began to be involved in major 

industrial action,
174

 accompanying an increase in strikes Australia-wide. Campaigns 

initiated by combined shop stewards committees across the SECV‟s LV and 

metropolitan operations were also successful during the 1960s and 1970s.
175

  

Actions which were described as „unauthorised and wildcat‟ occurred by a 

number of unions, both CGTLC-affiliated and non-affiliated, such as the FEDFA.
176

 

These occurred with or without coordination and negotiation on inter-union industrial 
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activity by the CGTLC. The local unions wanted their issues handled „more 

aggressively‟
177

 than the VTHC was prepared to do. 

Expectations were established during the boom years of the 1960s, due to the 

success of larger unions such as the AMWSU and ETU in obtaining over award 

wages.
178

 This was particularly true during periods of shortages of skilled workers.
179

 

Wage demands were often met, and this set the pattern which continued into the 1970s, 

when prices increased sharply, despite the onset of recession early in that decade. 

The SECV workforce developed a reputation for collective strength and 

militancy, both within the power industry and in the community at large.
180

 This was 

assisted by the migration of British workers who brought with them their experiences 

and traditions as trade unionists and became „very active in the local union 

movement.‟
181

 This reputation remained with the industry in the LV into the 1970s, and 

was attributed to conflict between an authoritarian management and a militant and high 

profile shop steward organisation.
182

  

The unions, described as „powerful, militant and somewhat intransigent‟
183

 often 

had their demands met, thus entrenching poor work practices and causing increased 

costs. Government pressure was usually applied so that disputes impacting on the supply 

of electricity were solved quickly, so as not to inconvenience the public or industry.
184

 

The result was to increase the perceived power of the operational unions, the MOA and 
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the FEDFA in particular. Within the SECV, these operations unions were seen to have a 

better relationship with the SECV
185

 and were „looked after‟.
186

 Generally speaking, the 

SECV tended toward the „carrot‟ rather than the „stick‟ approach to industrial relations. 

Labour turnover was generally low, disciplinary terminations rare and employment 

conditions above average. This resulted in wage rises and overmanning, but resulted in 

less industrial disruption than in states such as Queensland where a policy of 

confrontation rather than conciliation was in operation.
187

  

Several disputes in the SECV between 1966 and 1974 stand out and are worthy 

of a brief mention. These demonstrate the strength of the blue collar shop steward 

network, the ability of the shop stewards and shop committee to influence the rank and 

file to take industrial action, the use of industrial action which was not always authorised 

by the unions or the VTHC, intervention by government and/or the ACTU, and the 

ambivalence by the rank and file toward use of the Arbitration system. These major 

disputes often resulted from lengthy delays in having claims considered or acted on, and 

support Benson‟s finding that SECV shop stewards usually took direct action only after 

other options had been exhausted.
188

 That is, it required the level of grievance to escalate 

before mobilisation was considered as a means of resolving an issue. 

The 1966 dispute had its origins in the serving of a log of claims for all blue 

collar SECV workers by the VTHC in August 1965. Early in 1966 the CGTLC was 

informed that it was not to call mass meetings regarding the log unless the VTHC had 

approved them.
189

 The offers made by the SECV went to meetings of members in May 

and June 1966, and were rejected as unacceptable. Three months later, negotiations 

involving Commissioner Winter, the SECV and the unions were still continuing. The 
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VTHC had reminded the unions involved that there must be no stoppages of work while 

negotiations continued.
190

  

However a „spontaneous‟ strike, not supported by all union branches in the LV, 

resulted from an unauthorised stop work meeting on 19 September.
191

 The strikers were 

threatened with loss of union membership, disaffiliation, loss of the CGTLC Charter, 

and use of the Essential Services Act 1958 (Vic) (ESA) against the stewards.
192

 

Sympathetic commentators laid the blame for the dispute at the feet of the Coordinating 

Committee (later the OIRC) and the Victorian Premier, who had delayed resolution of 

the log for an unreasonable 14 months.
193

 It was not until 7 November 1966 that the 

revised offers of the SECV and the state government, and Commissioner Winter as 

regards wage increases, were accepted. This was seen as a „resounding victory‟
194

 for the 

leadership of the VTHC despite the unauthorised nature of the strike. This was perhaps 

because the result flowed onto all government instrumentalities.  

Another significant SECV industrial dispute was in 1972 in support of a claim 

for an extra weeks leave for SECV blue collar unions. The claim had been placed before 

the SECV in July 1971 by the VTHC. The SECV had previously made its own decisions 

about leave entitlements, but decided this claim was „of national significance‟
195

 and 

should be arbitrated. Bans and stoppages were applied in January 1972 and in early 

February the SECV began to stand down workers at Yallourn. The result was a complete 

ban by the CGTLC on coal mining at Hazelwood, which was supported by the VTHC 

Disputes Committee.
196

 After generating plant went out of service, severe state-wide 
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power restrictions were imposed by the SECV for six days. Bob Hawke was accused by 

the LV shop stewards of acting for the employers and by the Victorian Premier Sir 

Henry Bolte of directing the strike.
197

 At a mass meeting on 15 February, Hawke 

managed to persuade the strikers to go back to work by promising to conduct the case in 

the ACAC. The ACAC however rejected the claim for an extra weeks leave, although it 

extended the 3 days „special leave‟ days granted to staff employees to wages 

employees.
198

 This result provides an important context for the 1977 dispute, since it 

resulted in a lack of confidence in both Bob Hawke and his promises, and in the 

outcomes likely from the ACAC. The dispute was accompanied by threats to call an 

early federal election over industrial relations, the Victorian Premier stated that radicals 

were attempting to cripple the economy, and the Federal Minister for Social Services 

said that workers stood down would not be eligible for unemployment benefits. These 

reactions foreshadowed similar reactions from the government during the 1977 

maintenance dispute.
199

  

A third significant dispute occurred in August 1974. After a five day strike by 

maintenance employees, Commissioner Vosti awarded increases in margins of between 

$5.50 and $11.00. This result was appealed by state government instrumentalities on the 

basis that Commissioner Vosti made his decision without argument, and because there 

was some conflict with previous ACAC decisions.
200

 This appeal was seen as 

hypocritical given the government and the SECV‟s insistence on claims going to 

arbitration, and prompted another walkout by the maintenance men which lasted for 12 

days.
201

 The appeal by the government was unsuccessful.
202
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As well as the major disputes within the SECV, there was ongoing industrial 

action by various unions or combinations of unions, and for a range of reasons. During 

the 1970s these included wage claims (MOA in 1970 and 1972), flow on wages, shift 

premium and allowances claims (FEDFA in 1971, 1972, 1973), annual leave, SIPS and 

35-hour week claims (all wages employees in 1971, 1972, 1975, 1976). There were 

claims by various unions for salary increases and non-award items such as travelling 

allowances, safety footwear and improved overtime rates, provision of new awards, 

proposals for restructuring of classifications, and work value cases often resulting in pay 

increases.
203

  One result was that the average salary of SECV employees rose during the 

1970s to be significantly more than the average male earning rate for Victoria.
204

 There 

were ongoing demarcation problems within the AMWSU (as regards fitters), the FIA 

(riggers), and inter-union problems in the operations area between the Australian 

Institute of Marine and Power Engineers (AIMPE), the MOA and the FEDFA.
205

 

However, not all stoppages resulted in power restrictions despite public perception to the 

contrary. During the mid-1970s, of 137 SECV strikes resulting in lost time, only 4 led to 

power restrictions, and only one of the four was a strike which originated in the 

SECV.
206

 

The unions in the Valley were not a unified force, despite being seen by outsiders 

as strong and militant. There was often in-fighting over coverage and membership, and 

cases where unions worked with management to the detriment of other unions.
207

 Lack 

of union solidarity reduced the ability of the unions to confront management with a 
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convincing show of strength. Union resources were committed to protection of the 

membership base rather than unity in times of need.
208

  

Despite the LV being the source of all major disputes, the SECV industrial 

relations machinery was centralised, with the major control, information, policy 

decisions and related actions coming from Melbourne. The locals were expected to 

restrict themselves to „fire-fighting‟, implementing policy, and providing information.
209

 

The relationship between local and Melbourne management of the SECV thus mirrored 

that between the LV stewards and their state union officials. The LV industrial relations 

staff were sometimes „treated like pariahs‟,
210

 and there were „entrenched views about 

the country guys‟.
211

 While LV industrial issues were often handled locally, it was felt 

that LV industrial relations staff were not included in relevant discussions over industrial 

matters, for example with the VTHC.
212

 This may have led to a perception that local 

staff were inferior or untrustworthy.  

Despite the general lack of autonomy of local management in dealing with 

industrial relations issues, there was a long tradition of informal local dispute 

resolution.
213

 This involved local managers using the expertise of industrial relations 

officers, and dealing directly with shop stewards, particularly from the main manual 

unions. The former were not permitted to interpret awards, in the interest of maintaining 

uniformity.
214

 This separation of industrial dispute processes resulted in a complex series 

of relationships which saw both union pressure on the SECV at the local level and the 
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use of the centralised industrial tribunals.
215

 This resulted in frustration on both sides as 

disputes went slowly through the formal conciliation processes.
216

 Despite this, within 

the LV relations between the shop stewards and the industrial relations staff were seen as 

good, even friendly.
217

 

By mid-June of 1977, when the maintenance workers imposed bans in support of 

their log of claims, there were two significant disputes within the LV SECV. These were 

the MOA shift work dispute, and a dispute between the ETU and Coronet Homes which 

was affecting the SECV.  The first dispute resulted from the MOA serving a log of 

claims in 1976 seeking improved shift work conditions. The claims were rejected by the 

SECV, and in January 1977 operators decided to strike for 24 hours. However the MOA 

postponed the stoppage, and instead imposed bans from February which the Chairman of 

the SECV stated showed „a total disregard for the community‟.
218

 The bans were 

supported by the FEDFA, and affected plant maintenance and restoration to service, thus 

seriously threatening power supplies. The ACAC made several attempts to settle the 

dispute, however the log of claims continued to be rejected by the SECV. A Full Bench 

of the ACAC also rejected the major claims in June of that year.
219

 While the MOA was 

unhappy with the decision of the ACAC, it decided that the existing political and 

economic climate was not conducive to further militant action and the campaign was 

temporarily discontinued.
220

 The claim was revived in September 1977 during the 
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maintenance workers dispute and again rejected by the SECV.
221

 The MOA was willing 

to use the threat to power supplies resulting from the maintenance dispute to progress its 

own claims despite only a short time having elapsed since they had been before the 

ACAC.  

The second major dispute at this time was the result of the ETU refusing to 

connect mains power to homes built by the firm Coronet Modular Homes, in a dispute 

over non-union labour. This reflected unfavourably on the SECV, since homeowners 

were not interested in the reasons for the dispute, but only in having electricity made 

available. In an attempt to break the impasse, in May 1977 the SECV stood ETU 

members down under the „no work, no pay‟ principle. This resulted in fellow ETU 

members going out in sympathy, bans on after-hours restoration of electricity due to 

break downs, and the threat of a state-wide strike from Sunday 19 June.
222

 The dispute 

was resolved in the ACAC and the bans imposed on the SECV were lifted on 17 June. 

All other bans were lifted on 10 August after hearings in the ACAC.
223

 This dispute was 

occurring at the time of the MOA bans and reinforced the public perception of a militant 

workforce in the electricity industry. The Coronet Homes dispute demonstrated the 

willingness of the SECV to implement a „no work, no pay‟ stand down of its employees. 

The implementation of another such „no work, no pay‟ decision would play a significant 

role in triggering the maintenance strike later in 1977. 

The industrial relations between the SECV and the LV unions were based on a 

complex series of factors. These included the leverage of the unions due to the initial 

need to develop and the ongoing need to maintain power supplies independent of other 

states; the poor conditions of the construction, mining and generating work especially in 
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the early years; labour shortages, especially of skilled tradesmen; the perceived role of 

the CGTLC in coordinating local industrial exchange and mobilisation within the SECV; 

and the ongoing paternal attitude of the SECV management. For the maintenance 

workers specifically, there were a number of issues which were deemed to be of 

sufficient importance that they were either regularly placed on the log of claims, or 

resulted in ongoing disputation. Three of these issues were wage relativities, a single 

electricity industry or SECV maintenance employees‟ award, and the contract/day 

labour issue. 

During the 1970s, the compression of wage relativities, and the increasing 

difference in wages between the LV maintenance employees and those working for 

contractors on SECV construction sites became a significant grievance. It became even 

more so when from the mid-1970s inflation rose rapidly, aiding the perception that 

SECV maintenance wages were falling further behind. There were also concerns about 

retaining relativities internal to the SECV, and the granting of a federal award for SECV 

employees was viewed not only as the way to gain common employment conditions for 

all employees, but also as the means of maintaining internal wage relativities. There 

were also fears that the SECV was attempting to reduce its maintenance workforce by 

increasing the use of contract labour for routine maintenance. The LV rank and file, 

under the auspices of the CGTLC, waged an ongoing battle with the SECV to maintain 

employee numbers, by insisting on full utilisation of day labour before contractors were 

permitted to work on SECV projects. 

These three issues will be discussed individually in the following sections, 

together with their importance in relation to the 1977 maintenance dispute. 
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Key industrial issues for the SECV maintenance workers 

Relativities 

In 1977 the SECV blue-collar employees were covered by eight awards, the main 

one being the SECV Appendix (Division IV of Part III of the Appendix to Part I) to the 

Metal Trades Award, 1952. Some blue-collar workers were covered by a series of state 

determinations, and there was also a series of SECV regulations, the latter applying 

differently to white- and blue-collar employees. There was a separate series of awards 

for white-collar employees. This resulted in a complex arrangement of internal 

relativities, and was behind the proposal for an industry award, to maintain relativities 

and apply a uniform set of working conditions and entitlements. Sam Armstrong, an 

acknowledged leader amongst the local shop stewards with his extensive SECV 

experience, was emphatic that workers in the same enterprise should be able to work 

under the same conditions, on the same award.
224

  

The Metal Trades Award, under which many of the maintenance workers were 

employed, occupied a key place in the Australian industrial relations system. Its centre 

point was the margin for the fitter, and this relativity flowed through most other federal 

wages awards.
225

 The Metal Trades Award was usually the pace setter for higher skill 

differential applications, partly due to historical precedent and partly due to the success 

of larger unions such as the AMWSU and ETU in obtaining over award wages, 

especially during periods of shortages of skilled workers.
226

  

The relativities issue was exacerbated when the ACAC granted partial rather than 

full indexation of wages against the Consumer Price Index (CPI) in National Wage Case 

(NWC) decisions during the 1970s. This changed the relativities, resulting in some 
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tradesmen earning little more, and in some cases less, than labourers.
227

 The ACAC had 

made it quite clear within its wage fixing principles that the correction of a compression 

of relativities was not a ground for special wage increases.
228

 Pressure was thus placed 

on „margins‟ or over award payments, which were not generally indexed,
229

 but which 

were for base rate tradesmen in the SECV covered by the Metal Trades Award during 

the late 1970s equivalent to about 25 per cent of the award payment.
230

 

According to Sam Armstrong, relativities within the SECV only became an issue 

after the later 1960s, when the actions of some unions led to „a deterioration of the metal 

workers position in money amounts & in conditions‟.
231

 The maintenance workers 

contended that improved wages or conditions won by the Metal Trades would flow on to 

other unions such as the MOA and the FEDFA as an entitlement,
232

 but it was unlikely 

to happen in the other direction. This constantly widened the relativity gap between 

blue-collar and staff wages.
233

 Despite increases in wages for tradesmen in 1973 and 

1974
234

 which assisted to improve the wage relativities of the maintenance workers, the 

feeling remained that they were still behind the relative position which the Metal Trades 

Award should have occupied in the SECV. It would not be until the 1980s that 

negotiations for other special tradesman classifications, such as Pressure Welder and 

                                                 
227

 'Red scare in the unions', Rydge's, vol. 50, no. 11, November 1977, pp. 13-14. 
228

 National Wage Case – minimum wage and National Wage Case – April 1975 (1975) 167 CAR 18, p. 

38. 
229

 UMA, 95/96, Box 92, File History of wage rates, C.P.I. and wage indexation, 21 April 1978. 
230

 N. Brown, 'Wage drift in the Australian metal industries revisited', in W.A. Howard (ed.), Perspectives 

on Australian industrial relations: essays in honour of Kingsley Laffer, Longman Cheshire, Melbourne, 

Vic., 1984, pp. 140-148. 
231

 UMA, 96/92, Box 11, File Victorian Provincial THCs, Problems of industrial action in the S.E.C.V., 

undated. 
232

 Interview with Peter p. 6; UMA, 96/92, Box 4, File Industrial campaigns, 1977 dispute & aftermath, 

CGTLC circular, 16 February 1977; see also In the matter of The Engine Drivers’ and Firemen’s (State 

Electricity Commission of Victoria) Award, 1964 (1974) 157 CAR 710; In the matter of The Municipal 

Officers’ Association of Australia (State Electricity Commission of Victoria) Award 1965 (1974) 157 CAR 

854; In the matter of The Timber Industry Consolidated Award, 1974 (1974) 163 CAR 729. 
233

 UMA, 96/92, Box 21, File Correspondence & writing of S. Armstrong, History of S.E.C.V. relativities, 

undated; UMA, 96/92, Box 4, File Speeches, esp re 1977 dispute, untitled document, pp. 6-7. 
234

 State Electricity Commission of Victoria v The Amalgamated Engineering Union and Others (1973) 

148 CAR 61; In the matter of the Metal Trades Award, 1952 (1974) 160 CAR 860. 



122 

 

Special Class Tradesman (Mechanical) and for a power industry agreement, were said to 

put the metal workers in a better position.
235

  

As well as the issue of internal relativities, wages received by tradesmen outside 

the SECV in the LV were also a significant concern. The construction workforce on 

SECV projects was noticeable because, in contrast to other development areas in 

Victoria and Australia, the overlap in SECV construction projects meant that a large 

proportion of construction workers lived in the LV permanently. The workload had been 

steady from the mid-1950s apart from a few years in the mid-1970s.
236

 Contractor 

employees in the LV received far higher remuneration, although on different and less 

secure conditions of employment. Nonetheless, the wages difference for what was 

perceived as equivalent skill levels was a constant and very visible issue for the 

maintenance workers.
237

 This difference increased significantly after June 1974 and by 

1977 the disparity was estimated to be $43.50, or over 23 per cent of the SECV fitter 

wage, after taking experience payments and SIPS into account. If the commencing rate 

at the SECV was used, the disparity was even more marked, and estimated to be $63.90, 

or 38 per cent.
238

 The differential widened steadily, with the estimated disparity in cash 

terms estimated in 1981 at around $120 on base rate.
239

 One effect of this during 1979 

                                                 
235

  UMA, 96/92, Box 11, File Victorian Provincial THCs, Problems of industrial action in the S.E.C.V., 

undated. See also In the matter of an application by the State Electricity Commission of Victoria to vary 

The Metal Trades Award, 1952 (1982) 270 CAR 597; In the matter of an application by the State 

Electricity Commission of Victoria to vary the Metal Industry (Victorian Government Departments and 

Instrumentalities) Award 1981 (1985) 301 CAR 67; In the matter of an application by the State Electricity 

Commission of Victoria to create the Power Industry Agreement 1983 (1985) 298 CAR 231. 
236

 State Electricity Commission of Victoria, Proposed Driffield project environment effects statement, 

State Electricity Commission of Victoria, Melbourne, 1981. 
237

 UMA, 101/38, Box M13,  File Power Industry Committee, Meeting 13 May 1974, and, AMWSU 

circular to shop stewards SECV, 2 September 1974. 
238

 GVR, MORS 0347, Box C0007, File Contractor industrial relations 1979 no.2, Rates of pay, 29 March 

1979. 
239

 Gippsland Institute of Advanced Education, Industrial relations in the Latrobe Valley: a report 

prepared for C.S.R. Corporate Personnel Projects and Planning Group, p. 48. 



123 

 

and 1980 was a relatively high resignation rate from the SECV of skilled tradesmen, half 

of whom were leaving to take up work with local contracting firms.
240

 

While the SECV provided excellent service benefits, such as service grants, 

longer periods of annual leave, and long service leave before it was general in industry, 

these were not as visible however as the difference in take-home pay for tradesmen in 

particular.
241

 The impact of this differential was significant during the early to late 1970s 

due to the effect of high inflation allied to concern over the increasing unemployment 

rate. The extra wage would have had a major impact on the household purchasing 

power. This added to the perception that the SECV maintenance workers were always 

playing catch up in wages when they went to the ACAC. In addition, the operational 

unions were seen to be treated more favourably in their wage claims
242

 because of the 

immediate impact of industrial action on electricity generating capacity, and this added 

to the importance of the wage differential as a source of grievance.  

Single award campaign 

The achievement of a single award for all SECV workers was a long time dream 

for AMWSU steward Sam Armstrong.
243

 He believed that „workers who have common 

responsibilities, who have common obligations and who have common disabilities, must 

have common aims and must receive common conditions and wages, comparable to 

their degree of skill‟.
244

 When the VTHC had first raised this issue in 1957, the SECV 

gave „cautious acceptance in principle‟.
245

 Discussions commenced in the later 1950s but 

broke down when the issue of increased margins was raised.
246

 The principle was re-

                                                 
240

 State Electricity Commission of Victoria, Proposed Driffield project environment effects statement. 
241

 Interview with Evan p. 3. 
242

 Interview with John H. p. 2. 
243

 Industrial Review, v. 7, no. 5, July 1960, p. 3. 
244

 GTLC, Box 25 (4), Report to the S.E.C. shop stewards meeting held Morwell Town Hall supper room, 

17 March 1977, p. 2; Latrobe Valley Express, 5 September 1973, p. 3. 
245

 PROV, VPRS 11222/R3, Unit 53, File Personnel-Awards-Industry award study, memo, 14 December 

1977. 
246

 Ibid. 



124 

 

established when a separate Division IV was added to the Metal Trades Award in 1961 

to cover the SECV and a separate MOA SECV Award was made in 1965. The push for a 

single award for all the SECV employees, not just the maintenance unions, was seen as a 

powerful means of uniting the unions, as well as achieving the practical aims of 

maintaining relativities and reducing demarcation and union coverage disputes. 

The possibility of an SECV or power industry award had been mooted in the 

ACAC on several occasions during the 1960s and 1970s.
247

 The log of claims served on 

the SECV at the beginning of the 1977 maintenance dispute attempted to move this 

longstanding issue along by including a claim for a single award covering all SECV 

maintenance workers. This would smooth out the conditions which applied to the 

multiple unions involved in maintenance work at the SECV.
248

 However, when the 

dispute went to the ACAC, the proposal for a common award was opposed by the SECV 

and rejected by Commissioner Mansini, and the maintenance workers declined to take 

further action on this issue.
249

  

The proposal was broadened in the early 1980s to a single award covering all 

employees in the Victorian power industry.
250

 The State government approached the 

VTHC to hold discussions with the relevant unions and the SECV, in order to negotiate 

a power industry agreement.
251

  By 1983, many of the unions with members in the 

SECV operated under an SECV-specific award or agreement, which should have 
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facilitated the making of a single power industry agreement,
252

 and about 88 per cent of 

the LV workforce was covered by three federal awards.
253

 The SECV put forward a 

proposal which established new classifications and broad banding arrangements.
254

 A 

draft agreement produced in 1983 consolidated pay rates and provided common 

conditions. This draft industry agreement, covering 23 unions, went to the ACAC for 

consideration of some alleged anomalies in proposed classifications and payments in 

1984. This was despite opposition from a number of key unions including the ETU, the 

Australasian Society of Engineers (ASE) and the FEDFA,
255

 which either did not wish to 

be included, or did not wish any industry agreement to include pay rates. The ACAC 

expressed concern over this, noting that any Power Industry approach to the setting of 

wages and conditions would only be meaningful if all the key unions were committed 

parties. Because of the opposition to the inclusion of wage rates, the approach agreed on 

with the SECV when the next round of negotiations commenced in 1986 involved 

working towards a set of common conditions to be inserted into the relevant awards.
256

 

This agreed approach consolidated conditions of employment in the industry, and 

rationalised existing customs and practice.
257

 This compromise was an attempt to ensure 

the retention of unity and common cause amongst the state branches of the unions 

involved in these negotiations. 
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By June 1988, the five SECV awards that contained conditions of employment 

were ready to go to the ACAC for ratification.
258

 However, the advent that year of award 

restructuring, including rationalisation of awards within an industry, as the principal 

basis of wage increases
259

 opened fresh negotiations with the unions, SECV and 

CGTLC. This was done on the assumption by the CGTLC and the unions that a single 

award would result which would include a wage increase from the same operative 

date.
260

 However the preferred approach for the SECV seemed to be to negotiate on an 

award-by-award basis. At this time, the SECV was proposing a restructure of the state‟s 

electricity industry that foreshadowed massive job losses.
261

 The unions became more 

interested in protecting themselves and their membership, and in September 1989, the 

MOA and the SECV agreed on a new award to be ratified by the ACAC.
262

 When the 

ETU became aware of this, it became a respondent to the new SECV Electrical, 

Electronic and Engineering Award 1989. The MOA and ETU argued that this could 

become the basis for an industry award if the other unions chose to become parties to 

it.
263

 In the ACAC, the excluded unions argued against ratification of the new award, 

expressing a preference for a single award across the SECV.
264

 While Sam Armstrong 
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exhorted the unions to work together to achieve their common goals,
265

 he noted that 

some unions appeared to put their own interests before those of the SECV community of 

employees unless there were gains to be made by acting together. This campaign also 

served as a reminder that the unions used the CGTLC only when it suited their 

agenda.
266

 

Contract Labour Agreement campaign 

A long-standing area of disputation between the maintenance unions and the 

SECV was that of use of contract labour for maintenance projects. The perception of the 

LV unions and of the CGTLC was that the preference of the SECV was for all 

maintenance to be carried out by contract rather than by SECV employees, and for the 

permanent workforce to be scaled back thus giving the SECV greater flexibility in its 

manning levels.
267

 

The origins of the Contract Labour Agreement lay in a longstanding policy of the 

CGTLC that work previously carried out by SECV day labour would continue to be 

carried out by SECV day labour.
268

 This policy had been reinforced since the early 

1970s by negotiations between representatives from relevant unions, the CGTLC and the 

SECV over the minor capital works which would be let to contract, and supported on the 

unions‟ part by mass meetings and bans.
269

 The VTHC had supported moves by LV 

unions and the CGTLC to enforce the use of day labour as much as possible and referred 
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the SECV to the CGTLC when negotiations were required.
270

 The process aimed to 

balance the preference of management for as much work as possible to be let under 

contract, with that of the unions to keep as much of it as possible for their members to 

maintain employment levels within the SECV.
271

 

In March 1977, this issue was brought to a head by a refusal of the building 

trades unions to discuss the works program proposed by the SECV and bans were placed 

on the contracted work.
272

 A hearing in the ACAC before Commissioner Vosti in April 

1977 resulted in what became known as the „Vosti principles‟, which required 

negotiations between the CGTLC and the SECV on works to be let to contract.
273

  In 

practice however these did little to resolve the issue, and disputes over the use of 

contract labour continued. Early in 1978 the maintenance unions again placed bans on 

contracts which had been let. After a series of hearings in the ACAC, the bans were 

lifted and discussions on the items to go to contract were resumed.
274

 This continued the 

pattern of previous years, and little changed over the succeeding years.  

In an attempt to reduce industrial action around this issue, the CGTLC, the 

VTHC, the SECV and 23 unions formalised the maintenance works program process 

with the negotiation of the Contract Labour Agreement during 1985 and 1986. This 

Agreement provided for the introduction and implementation of agreed processes for the 

allocation of work for operation, service, maintenance and construction, other than major 

works, expected to be the subject of contract labour.
275

 It included an agreed consultative 
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mechanism via a joint central committee, and procedures to be followed on both sides in 

the event of contracts in dispute. This maintained a united front by unions and frustrated 

management attempts to introduce change concerning the amount of work to be let out 

under contract.
276

 

However, the unions and the CGTLC continued to have concerns over the 

interpretation of the Agreement, and the issue remained contentious. Bans and other 

limitations were in place on a regular basis.
277

 The SECV was described as inept in its 

communication and consultation as the result of threats of stoppages over the use of 

contractors in November 1991.
278

 During the early 1990s, the industrial action around 

contract labour was occurring within the context of outsourcing of functions and 

downsizing of the SECV which was significantly affecting both salaried and wages 

employees in its LV operations.
279

 It was agreed with the SECV in November 1991 that 

these contract labour procedures would be inserted into relevant awards.
280

 SECV 

maintenance workers went on strike when this had not occurred by April 1992, after a 

large dispute over the contracting out of overburden removal. The establishment of 

picket lines and support from non-maintenance unions at the SECV aided a resolution of 

the dispute after a few days when power supplies were threatened.
281

 The SECV agreed 

that it would proceed with an application to the Australian Industrial Relations 

Commission (AIRC) to have the 1986 Agreement inserted into SECV awards and the 
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men returned to work.
282

 The proceedings that commenced in the AIRC on 14 April 

1992 later resulted in a revised form of the 1986 Agreement being inserted into all 

SECV awards.
283

 Thus this contentious issue involving regulation of local labour had 

proceeded to an outcome which was acceptable to the unions, after a campaign 

coordinated by the CGTLC that lasted decades. It also demonstrated unity of movement, 

with all unions supporting the mobilisation and exchange processes in order to achieve 

the desired outcome. 

As has been discussed in the previous two sections, the maintenance workers in 

1977 were involved in a series of industrial issues. Some were longstanding and posed 

threats to the stability and even the existence of their jobs, as well as the type of work 

which would be performed. The very nature of union organisation at the SECV, the 

democratic operation of the shop committees and their dedicated stewards, and the use 

of the CGTLC to coordinate and oversee industrial mobilisation when necessary, meant 

that threats from the SECV were likely to be reacted to with firmness and unity. Going 

„out on the grass‟ over an important issue was nothing new. 

The foundations for the 1977 dispute were formed from the early 1920s, with the 

establishment and development of a state-owned electricity industry located in the LV. 

The industry was reliant on the brown coal from that area, and the technology was 

developed to use this source. The work at the new Yallourn site was hard and dirty, and 

living conditions were poor. This encouraged the local unions to take action to improve 

wages and conditions, and a willingness to take local action in support of local issues 

developed. The SECV had developed a paternalistic management style which reflected 

an enthusiasm for scientific management and an efficient workforce, encouraged by its 

founding chairmen Sir John Monash. It also developed a differential treatment of its 
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white and blue collar workforces, promoting a sense of grievance among its blue collar 

employees. All employees however were said to use their bargaining power to great 

effect to achieve high rates of pay and allowances as well as shorter working hours and a 

range of restrictive recruitment and manning practices.
284

 Local structures had developed 

as part of the establishment and growth of the SECV, the continuing intervention of the 

state government and the formation and growth of the Left-leaning Executive of the 

CGTLC.  

The major LV unions in the SECV became more active during the 1960s, 

continuing their expectation that industrial action would result in gains, and that local 

action was appropriate to progress local issues. This was also the time when some of the 

constraints of the Groupers were removed from the operations of CGTLC, the local peak 

union body, thus permitting greater support for local activism. During the 1960s and 

1970s, there was a greater dissatisfaction with work, both its nature and the conditions 

under which it was undertaken,
285

 which encouraged industrial action.  

The local industrial identity which had developed incorporated a sense of 

difference from „outsiders‟. This was reflected in both the unions and the SECV. The 

uneasy relationship which developed between the VTHC and the CGTLC reflected that 

between the local shop stewards and the Melbourne-based union officials, and the 

division of roles in the SECV between Melbourne managers and local operational 

employees.  

Particular issues which came to the fore at the time of the 1977 dispute included 

the development of compressed and changing relativities both internally and externally. 

To this was added the existence of large wage differentials with local maintenance 

employees on SECV construction projects, exacerbating perceptions of poor treatment. 
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Two major issues related to a single award for electricity employees, and to the SECV 

use of contract labour. The latter two issues were longstanding among the maintenance 

employees and particularly for Sam Armstrong, senior AMWSU steward in the LV 

SECV. The issue of contract labour had resulted in ongoing bans and disputation over a 

lengthy period, most recently early in 1977. It would provide the trigger which turned a 

normal dispute involving the maintenance unions and their 1977 log of claims into a 

lengthy unauthorised strike. 

The next chapter will continue to establish the context within which the 1977 

dispute occurred. While the local context was important, the wider Australian and 

Victorian context also affected the dispute. The next chapter will examine the political, 

economic and industrial context at the federal and state scales at the time of the dispute. 

Three particular factors will be discussed. These are the economic context, the federal 

arbitration and wage setting context, and the industrial context. 
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Chapter Five: The wider (state and federal) context 

The previous chapter has described the complex local industrial context at the 

time leading up to and during the 1977 dispute. The local context was very important 

and framed the items in the log of claims, as well as providing the „trigger‟ issue for the 

strike. It has also placed the handling of the log of claims by the SECV within the 

constraints imposed on the latter by the state government.  

This chapter will extend our understanding of the wider economic, political and 

industrial context within which the 1977 dispute must be located, together with its 

relationship to the progress of the dispute. The description of this wider context will 

cover three major factors. These are firstly, the poor state of the Australian economy 

during the mid to late 1970s, which was characterized by „stagflation‟ - high inflation 

and high unemployment. At the same time, a levelling-off of growth in union 

membership and a change in the nature of the workforce was accompanying a decline in 

the number of strikes which had started at the beginning of the decade.  

The second factor relates to the decisions made by the ACAC since its 

implementation of wage indexation. From 1975 the ACAC was determined to provide 

wage increases only through the established principles of wage indexation, and the 

government continued to intervene in NWCs in an attempt to minimise wage increases. 

This had the effect of compressing wage relativities, a significant factor in both the 

internal wage relativity issues in the SECV, and relativities between the maintenance 

unions and the LV construction workers on SECV projects.   

The third factor to be discussed is the industrial context in 1977. It was a year of 

high profile industrial disputes which had a significant impact on both business and the 

public. One response from both the federal and state governments was to enact 

legislation. The poor economy provided the justification for the federal government‟s 
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response to what it saw as attempts by a militant minority of unions to disrupt an 

economic recovery. In Victoria, delays in constructing the Newport D PS in Melbourne 

as a result of union black bans meant that there was a real risk of power shortages in the 

near future. A series of high profile industrial disputes also provided the issue which 

enabled Victorian Premier R.J. Hamer to divert public attention from a looming land 

deals scandal which was threatening the government‟s popular support. This was also to 

have a significant impact on the response of the Victorian government to the 

maintenance workers dispute.  

The combination of these three factors made it an unwise time for a lengthy 

strike, especially one which appeared to challenge the authority of the government. Each 

of the above three factors will be discussed briefly in order to illustrate its relevance to 

the 1977 dispute. 

The wider economic context 1977 

Until the early 1970s, a rapidly expanding Australian economy as a result of the 

growth, differentiation and protection of manufacturing industry, strong consumer 

demand and low unemployment resulted in a seller‟s labour market. Real economic 

growth per person during the 1950s and 1960s averaged 3 per cent, and inflation was 

low at less than 3 per cent. Export of a wide range of commodities, particularly primary 

products, was relied on to maintain growth,
1
 while domestic manufacturing as a sector 

was locally focused and internationally uncompetitive, protected as it was by a fixed 

currency and high tariff barriers. High local demand for goods and services was 

sustained by ongoing high employment rates and large scale immigration. Employers 

invested in plant and equipment in the expectation that prosperity was long term. Raw 

materials and fuel were plentiful, labour supplies adequate, innovative products and 
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processes were being developed and land transport had improved.
2
 The booming 

economic environment and high employment gave unions greater leverage in wage 

negotiations, with employers encouraged to provide over award payments to retain 

labour and avoid stoppages. 

However, once the federal Whitlam government cut tariffs significantly in July 

1973 the economic boom slowed. In addition, high government expenditure on social 

services proved unsustainable once the oil crises hit in 1973/4 and 1978/9, prompting 

„stagflation‟, the hitherto unusual combination of poor economic growth and high 

inflation.
3
  

In an attempt to improve rates of economic growth, the Fraser federal 

government, which took office in 1975, attempted to improve economic growth by 

placing an increased emphasis on economic incentives and markets. The public sector in 

general and social expenditure in particular were seen as obstacles to the attainment of 

economic objectives. The key to political popularity became the promise of less, not 

more, government, and lower taxes, not more or higher benefits.
4
  

The level of inflation remained high until about 1977, and after 1974 was 

combined with high unemployment occurring as a result of industrial restructuring rather 

than reduced production.
5
 There was a rapid change from an expanding economy with 

stable prices and full employment, to severe inflation, a slowing economy and high 

unemployment, and strike levels fell. Prices and then wages rose, leading to high 

inflation and unemployment. Consumer price inflation was 16 per cent in 1974-75, and 

remained at about ten per cent for the next eight years.  
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One of the significant economic issues facing both the federal and state 

governments in 1977 was unemployment.  This stood at 5.1 per cent of the Australian 

workforce in May 1977, grew to 6.2 per cent in 1978,
6
 and increased to a peak of ten per 

cent in 1983, the highest since the 1930s.
7
 The average unemployment rate in Victoria 

for the first half of the 1970s was 2.0 per cent of the labour force, with the rate in 1975 

leaping to 4.5 per cent.
 8

 This mirrored the trend nationally, and by 1978 the 

unemployment rate in Victoria was 5.8 per cent.
9
 However, the economic policies of the 

federal government appeared to be having limited success, and were accused of „ruining 

the [Victorian] economy and killing the building industry‟.
10

  

While the state of the economy was of concern to the Victorian government, of 

far more immediate concern was the increasing amount of negative publicity around an 

emerging „land deals scandal‟. In 1976, the Liberal-Country Party coalition had won 

state government by its largest majority, and in its eighth consecutive election victory in 

the state. Yet only 12 months later, public support was waning following the publicity 

surrounding the „land deals scandal‟: allegations of collusion between private 

developers, real estate agents and officials of the Victorian Housing Commission during 

1973 and 1974. A public inquiry was held between August 1977 and January 1978 and 

the report, delivered in March 1978, included a recommendation of criminal proceedings 

against a real estate agent and the Senior Purchasing Officer of the Housing 
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Commission.
11

 The effect of the scandal was such that it resulted in the resignation of 

the Federal Treasurer, tainted by association, at the end of 1977.
12

  

Thus in 1977, the state government was in search of an issue to divert public 

attention away from both increasing unemployment and the land deals scandal. While it 

could do little to affect the course of either of these issues, it could use the high profile 

industrial disputes as a diversion. Industrial action taken by unions was seen to be 

harming the state and its business reputation. When the maintenance strike caused 

significant disruption to business, industry and the public in Victoria later in 1977, 

Premier Hamer was able to seize this as an opportunity. 

The Fraser federal government was committed to reducing both inflation and 

unemployment and was willing to blame industrial action, at least in part, for the poor 

performance of the economy. One of the government‟s strategies for reducing inflation 

was support for wage indexation. The government was adamant that wage increases 

were to be restricted to those awarded in NWCs conducted by the ACAC. It was also 

determined that the quantum of increase would be kept to a minimum. The result was 

that wage relativities were compressed and wages did not keep pace with inflation. The 

results of the decisions in NWCs were a factor in the wage relativity issues within the 

SECV which were reflected in the 1977 maintenance workers‟ log of claims. This factor 

will be discussed in more detail in the next section. 

Australian arbitration and wage-setting context 

One of the significant factors relevant to the maintenance workers‟ dispute was 

the practical effect of the NWC decisions of the ACAC. This latter body was charged 

with, among other objectives, preventing and settling industrial disputes by conciliation 
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in the first instance or by arbitration if that did not work. This system of compulsory 

conciliation and arbitration was introduced in Australia in 1904 and was retained for 

most of the twentieth century. It promoted a highly regulated and centralised approach to 

industrial relations, emphasising the role of tribunals, processes of arbitration and 

conciliation, legislative developments, employer groups and trade unions.
13

 

In general the work of the ACAC covered the making and maintaining of 

industrial awards, and handling of ad hoc disputes. The serving of a log of claims by a 

union and the refusal of the employer to agree to them was sufficient to create an 

industrial dispute, and if the dispute extended beyond the limits of any one state then it 

became a matter for the ACAC. As well as intervening in industrial disputes to 

conciliate and/or arbitrate, it conducted regular hearings to determine the amount of any 

across the board wage increase for Australian workers on federal awards through NWCs, 

the decisions of which would usually flow on to state determinations.
14

 

In Australia, responsibility for industrial matters is divided between the 

Commonwealth and the states, with the constitutional powers relating to industrial 

relations concurrent with those of the states. Each state legislated for its own industrial 

tribunals and in Victoria these took the form of wages boards. These were tripartite 

bodies based on standing tribunals of employers and employee representatives with an 

independent chairperson, and with an emphasis on volunteerism and conciliation. This 

was in contrast to the federal tribunals which had representation from registered bodies 

of unions and employer associations, and was associated with greater legalism. The 

states could also directly legislate for industrial conditions such as working hours and 

leave allowances.  There is considerable interdependence between the two: federal 

award movements tend to flow on to state determinations; and standards in a number of 
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areas in state determinations have significantly influenced federal awards (for example 

in long service leave, annual leave, reduced working hours, and equal pay for males and 

females).
15

 However, this has resulted in inconsistencies between awards and 

determinations, and state-federal industrial legislation. As an example of the relative 

proportions of workers covered by federal and state conditions, in Victoria in May 1974, 

50.8 per cent of workers were covered by federal awards and 35.6 per cent by state 

determinations. By contrast, in the same year, 41.7 per cent of employees in electricity, 

gas and water were covered by federal awards and 56.3 per cent by state awards.
16

 

After World War II, the ACAC and its predecessors regulated wages through 

decisions on the „basic wage‟ (the accepted wage for unskilled work) and „margins‟ (a 

differential for skills) at the NWC hearings, based on submissions from the 

governments, unions and employers. Despite the rapid annual gains in the national 

wealth during the 1950s, the ACAC abolished quarterly cost of living allowances in 

1953, resulting in the basic wage failing to increase in real value for almost all of the 

1950s. The same occurred with the setting of margins. The ACAC attempted to control 

wages to give economic stability rather than industrial peace, at a time of sustained full 

employment, increasing capital intensity and technological interdependence, which 

encouraged unions to use their bargaining power.
17

 

Continuing good economic conditions in the 1960s enabled unions to continue to 

negotiate over award payments with individual employers, using these for flow on of 

rates via the tribunals.
18

 From 1967, the ACAC changed to setting a „total wage‟ against 
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ACTU policy.
19

 This resulted in increases in wages applied to the whole wage rather 

than to a „basic‟ wage, with an additional „margin‟ for skill which was not indexed. In 

this way the greater needs of those on the lowest total wage could be assisted. It was also 

seen as the means of implementing equal pay for women.
20

  

During the 1970s, a move to directly negotiated registered agreements brought 

collective bargaining to predominance in the gaining of wage increases, with their likely 

flow-on effects.
21

 By 1973/74 the contribution of NWC increases to total wage increases 

had reduced to only 20 percent.
22

 At the same time a wages explosion resulted from 

unions making use of strike tactics, with days lost in 1974 three times the 1972 figure.
23

 

By this time, high inflation and increasing unemployment suggested that wage 

indexation of some form was necessary.  In 1974, the Labor federal government, under 

Prime Minister Gough Whitlam, asked the ACAC to introduce automatic cost-of-living 

adjustments tied to the CPI when it sat to hear the NWC.
24

 Agreement was reached with 

the unions and the ACTU over the form of indexation in May 1975, 
25

 and the „fragile‟
26

 

wage indexation package was implemented in an attempt to avoid the wage instability of 

1974 and minimise the rate of inflation.
27

 Principles for wage determination established 

by the ACAC noted that wage increases would follow movement of the CPI and 

productivity gains. The only other grounds for increases would be changes in work 
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value, catch-up of community movements, and anomalies conferences, all of which had 

established procedures,
28

 and were expected to be infrequent.  

The Fraser Liberal federal government, in office from 1975 to 1983, was 

committed to reducing what it saw as excessive real wages at a time of deep recession, 

and intervened consistently to try to persuade the ACAC to award minimum increases in 

the quarterly NWC hearings. The view of the ACAC had been that its primary role was 

to prevent and settle industrial disputes, rather than to plan and implement economic 

policy.
29

 In response, the government introduced the Conciliation and Arbitration 

Amendment Act 1976 (Cth). This directed the ACAC to consider the state of the national 

economy and the likely impact of its decisions on inflation and employment levels. This 

direction was then used to support government arguments in favour of less than full 

wage indexation.  This intervention in favour of the „general economy‟ in practice meant 

in favour of employers rather than employees, thus altering the power relationship 

between unions and employers unevenly.
30

  

Both the government and the ACAC insisted on adherence to wage indexation. 

As a result, in 1976 and 1977 nearly all wage increases were the result of wage 

indexation.
31

 However, between 1976 and 1981 ACAC wage increases were regularly 

below the increases in the cost of living.
32

 This acted to help control inflation, but 

reversed the growth of real wages, especially for employees receiving over-award 
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payments which were not indexed
33

 and led to the compression of relativities between 

workers. One unintended by-product was that flow ons which might have been expected 

to occur, and which would have retained relativities, were frozen.
34

 This is an important 

context for the 1977 maintenance worker‟s dispute.  

By 1978 a round of work value cases
35

 commenced, and in the 2 years from May 

1978 it was estimated that one-third of wage and salary earners had received a work 

value increase.
36

 Within three years, 80 percent of the workforce had received such 

increases, and the proportion of award wage movement accounted for by NWC increases 

dropped steadily from 1979.
37

 

By 1981 the system of wage indexation had broken down, with industrial 

disputes increasing substantially between 1979 and 1981 when compared to the period 

1975 to 1978.
38

 Indexation was abandoned altogether in 1981 in favour of an industry-

by-industry approach as a result of factors, including large wage increases negotiated by 

unions with some employers, the mining and resources boom further encouraging direct 

negotiation of wage increases, a campaign by unions in the metal trades for a thirty-five 

hour week, and the results of the work value increases. These all indicated a lack of 

cooperation with the ACACs determinations by either unions or employers.
39

 

The impact of the NWC decisions from 1975 was an important factor in the 

context of the 1977 dispute. The ACAC was seen to not be maintaining relativities, but 

rather to be exacerbating this issue. Partial indexation also meant that wages did not 
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keep up with inflation. This further reinforced the opinion of some unions that the 

ACAC was a „bosses court‟. It was viewed as a means of preserving managerial 

prerogative and accused of supporting increased mechanisation, subdivision of work and 

deskilling, so giving tacit approval if not support to the scientific management 

philosophy.
40

  

While the majority of wage increases from the mid- to late-1970s were the result 

of NWCs, there were still unions where the shop stewards, and perhaps officials where 

the unions were powerful, wanted direct action to improve their situation. As well, 

although the number of strikes declined after 1974, they were still part of the pattern of 

Australian industrial relations, and a part of union strategies to encourage employers to 

agree to wage or conditions improvements. Thus in the context of the 1977 dispute, the 

shop stewards at the SECV may have still expected, or at least hoped, that the strike 

would place pressure on the ACAC to make exceptions to the conditions for wage 

increases, especially if they could argue on the basis of relativities, and/or on the basis of 

flow ons which would have occurred had indexation not been introduced. 

The third important factor in the wider context relevant to the 1977 dispute was 

the legislative response by both the federal and state governments to a series of high 

profile strikes during 1977. These had tested the patience and strengthened the resolve of 

the respective governments to reduce what they viewed as militant industrial activity. 

One way to do this was via the introduction of legislation designed to reduce the power 

and funds available to the unions. This reaction confirmed that late 1977 was not a good 

time for the unions to be seen to be challenging the federal government.  
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The wider industrial context 1977 

During 1977 there were a number of high profile strikes and work bans in place 

across Australia. These included the Australian Building Construction Employees and 

Builders‟ Labourers‟ Federation (ABCE&BLF) bans on construction in Melbourne and 

Sydney, a strike of AWU workers on Bass Strait rigs, Seaman‟s Union bans which shut 

down coal exports by Utah Development Corporation, the Transport Workers‟ Union of 

Australia (TWU) owner-drivers strike in Western Australia and work bans affecting the 

export of uranium, merino rams, and live cattle and sheep. These disputes made the 

headlines and gave readers (or viewers) the impression that the country was in a state of 

industrial anarchy. However, despite the apparent increase in industrial disputes, 1977 

had fewer strikes than 1976, which in turn had fewer than 1975.
41

 Industrial activity in 

the two previous years had been encouraged by high inflation,
42

 which by the end of 

1977 was being consistently reduced. The overtaking influence became the continuing 

high unemployment rate which acted to reduce disputes.  

Those strikes which were occurring were often high profile disputes. They 

affected Australia‟s export capacity, and impacted on business. The federal government 

was convinced that an out-of-control militant element in the trade union movement was 

deliberately seeking confrontation, and seeking to split the Australian community and/or 

to damage the Australian economy through loss of export contracts. As a result, the 

Federal government was considering the options available to ensure the „continuance of 

community activities in the event of a major industrial confrontation‟.
43

 Powerful 

emergency legislation was seen as the way to ensure that industrial action could be 
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halted immediately, with sanctions for unions including full compensation for loss or 

damage and the possibility of winding-up, not merely deregistration.  

The government acted to strengthen relevant legislation, following up promises 

made in 1975 concerning „an effective return to penal provisions … and an elaborate 

framework for settling disputes that would make direct action virtually impossible‟.
44

 In 

early 1977 the government prepared a series of amendments to the Conciliation and 

Arbitration Act 1904 (Cth) which included the right of conscientious objection to 

compulsory union membership, and established an Industrial Relations Bureau (IRB) to 

investigate breaches of the Act, unfair labour practices and union administration 

practices.  These amendments were described by Clyde Cameron, Member of the House 

of Representatives for Hindmarsh, as „the most draconian measure ever prepared against 

the trade union movement.‟
45

  

The attitude of the federal government was reflected in the determination of the 

Victorian Premier to reduce industrial disputes. During the early 1970s, Victoria was 

seen as the most militant state,
46

 with high profile industrial disputes in the power, 

building and vehicle building industries. While the state governments of the 1970s and 

early 1980s had tried to legislate to reduce union power, they were largely 

unsuccessful.
47

 

In Victoria, high profile disputes in 1977 included strikes by pilots that grounded 

airlines. Petrol tanker drivers and aircraft refuellers stopped work on 15 April and 

members of the TWU did not return to work until 27 April. On the 26 April, the state 

government reacted by introducing legislation amending the ESA to give it the powers 
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necessary to ensure the production, distribution and sale of fuel in an emergency. This 

suggested that the Premier was willing to take on the unions responsible for high profile 

disputes when they impacted significantly on the Victorian workforce and thus its 

economy. Despite this, during August postal workers, transport unions, pub workers, the 

Gas and Fuel Corporation, Telecom and the state‟s high school teachers were all in 

disputes.
48

 During September, there were disruptions to public transport services, and 

bans on Melbourne‟s construction sites. Newspaper headlines were giving the perception 

that Victoria was racked by industrial disputes and strikes. 

Once the maintenance workers‟ strike came to the attention of the public in 

September via the media, this provided another opportunity for the Hamer government 

to demonstrate that it was prepared to take a firm stand against the unions. The Hamer 

government maintained the line that no wage raises could be granted outside the ACAC 

guidelines, and the SECV was directed not to award wage increases to its striking 

workers.
49

 

Linked by the media to the new series of disputes was the ongoing impact of one 

particular long running dispute. This was the black-ban on the construction of the 

SECV‟s Newport D PS. The emerging environmental lobby opposed plans to build the 

1,000 MW gas-fired power station at Newport (Newport D) on Port Phillip Bay, 

Melbourne. Some unions, including the ABCE&BLF and FEDFA, had imposed work 

bans in November 1972, and the VTHC agreed to a total union ban in November 1974 

resulting in a cessation of work on the project.
50

  

In response, the state government cancelled state projects for six months, and 

introduced, but did not invoke, the Vital State Projects Act 1976 (Vic), which outlawed a 
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boycott of any State project or undertaking that had been declared as vital.
51

 This further 

willingness of the Victorian government to resolve industrial disputes through enacting 

legislation is significant for the maintenance dispute. By 1977 there was ongoing 

concern in the SECV about its ability in the short term to generate sufficient power to 

meet demand.
52

 

Despite the VTHC ban on the Newport PS, re-affirmed in May 1977, seven 

unions permitted their members to work at the site, defying public concern, pickets and 

rallies, with about 350 union members employed on the site in early 1978.
53

 The bans 

were eventually lifted by the VTHC in October 1980 when it had become obvious that 

they were a hollow gesture and that the work was going ahead anyway.
54

  

The SECV and the state government fought a lengthy battle for the Newport PS, 

whose benefits were not merely in terms of power generation, but also in the fact that it 

would be almost completely automated, thus greatly reducing the ability of the LV 

workers to affect minimum generation requirements. In an emergency, the station could 

be operated by professional staff only.
55

 

At the same time, discussions were proceeding on the establishment of a national 

power grid which would impact on the monopoly state markets, and which further 

highlighted the higher production costs in Victoria relative to Queensland and NSW.
56

 

Such a grid would provide more options for obtaining interstate power in the event of a 

major dispute in the Victorian electricity industry, and another opportunity to further 

reduce the power of the electricity unions. 
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Premier Hamer was a man with a mission. He needed to be seen to be tough on 

the unions, given the public disruption that was occurring. The combination of high 

profile industrial disputes at the same time as the very public and embarrassing (and 

perhaps politically fatal) land scandal provided the opportunity to deflect attention and 

criticism from his party. The ESA had already been amended once in 1977 in response 

to a major industrial dispute. The mood of the state government reinforced the view of 

some union officials, who recognised that the political and economic climate did not 

favour industrial action other than in exceptional circumstances.
57

 By September of 

1977, it had become clear that the Premier had selected industrial disputes in general, 

and the maintenance dispute in particular, for an industrial confrontation and an 

opportunity to crush the SECV unions.   

The industrial and economic issues which were prominent in Victoria leading up 

to 1977 had a significant impact on the nature and outcome of the 1977 dispute. The 

high profile strikes and the ongoing dispute over the construction of the Newport D PS 

provided the opportunity to divert public attention from the land scandals. The 

interventionist relationship between the state government and the SECV, and the 

willingness of the government to legislate to resolve industrial disputes, would be 

evidenced during the course of the 1977 maintenance dispute. 

The industrial and economic issues which were a feature in Victoria reflected 

those at the wider Australian level. High inflation, increasing unemployment and a series 

of high profile disputes also produced a strong legislative response from the federal 

government.  

This chapter has built on the earlier consideration of the complex local context. 

The wider context has been framed within a series of factors: the poor economic climate; 
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the determination of the ACAC and the federal government to ensure wage increases 

remained within the indexation guidelines; a declining rate of strikes influenced by high 

inflation and increasing unemployment; a year of high profile industrial disputes which 

affected the public, businesses and Australia‟s export credibility; and the determination 

of the Fraser federal government and the Hamer state government to reduce the 

perceived power of the unions.  

These factors added to and impacted on the relationships which formed during 

the development of the SECV and which were part of the local context. They determined 

how the local unions utilised the structures in place: the strong local shop steward 

organisation which favoured direct negotiation and if necessary local action over 

industrial issues; the perceived role of the CGTLC in coordinating local industrial 

activity; and local concerns over three issues, namely wage and conditions relativities, a 

single award, and the use of contract labour. They help to explain the reluctance of the 

stewards involved in the maintenance dispute to go to arbitration, preferring to attempt 

to negotiate directly with the SECV instead. These factors, together with the Melbourne-

LV divide which operated in the unions, in the peak councils and in the SECV, all 

influenced the course and outcomes of the 1977 maintenance dispute.  

The 1977 dispute itself becomes the subject of the next chapter. The dispute will 

be examined in three parts: the serving of the log of claims, covering the time period 

March to July 1977; the strike, between August and late October 1977; and the 

settlement and aftermath during the period between November 1977 and December 

1979. The detailed narrative of the events within the dispute will include the associated 

actions of parties such as the federal and state governments, the ACAC, the VTHC, the 

ACTU, and the CGTLC. However, while the formal structures in place were important 

in shaping events, any discussion of the „cause‟ and course of the dispute can only be 



150 

 

understood within the relationships which existed and the interactions which occurred. 

The significance of the relationships between these groups, and their subsequent 

responses, provides a way of understanding why the dispute moved from being „just 

another dispute‟ to become a lengthy confrontation. 
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Chapter Six: The dispute 

The two previous chapters have described the major issues and relationships 

within the complex local and broader economic, political and industrial environment 

during 1977. The contexts at each of the local, state and federal scales were poised to 

intersect over a significant industrial dispute, which might be construed as a challenge to 

both the government and the SECV, and was thus unlikely to be tolerated. 

So by early 1977, all the elements were in place for a confrontation. The federal 

government was concerned about high inflation and increasing unemployment, and an 

ongoing series of high profile industrial disputes. Some of these disputes were 

embarrassing internationally, since they were affecting the export of Australian products. 

In an attempt to curb such industrial disputation, the federal government had been 

implementing a legislative program since it came to office in 1975. The state 

government was concerned about its image during the „land deals‟ scandal as well as 

about disputes in the essential services, and had already amended the ESA earlier in the 

year. The SECV had by early 1977 been involved in two major industrial disputes which 

had resulted in bans, threats to electricity supply, and restrictions on after-hours 

reconnection of power. It had shown its willingness on both occasions to hold firm to its 

negotiating position, and had implemented „no work, no pay‟ stand down procedures 

during one of these disputes.  The VTHC and the CGTLC had an uneasy relationship, 

with the VTHC firmly rejecting unauthorised industrial action taken by shop 

committees. A similar relationship was reflected between the local unions and their 

Melbourne officials, and a similar Melbourne-LV divide also appeared to operate within 

the SECV. The effect of the wage indexation guidelines had been to compress internal 

SECV wage relativities. The wages difference to that of contractors‟ employees was 

being exacerbated by the high inflation rate. As well, the maintenance unions had been 
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pursuing a single award for many years, and had ongoing issues regarding the use by the 

SECV of contract labour personnel on maintenance jobs. These trajectories collided in 

1977 in a dispute where none of the parties was willing to compromise. The serving of 

the log of claims by the CGTLC, on behalf of the maintenance unions, may be viewed as 

the start of the 1977 dispute. 

In order to appreciate the development and escalation of the dispute, its progress 

from the serving of the log of claims, the handing down of the Mansini work value 

decision almost 12 months later, and the making of two new awards relevant to the 

dispute by December 1979, will be discussed in detail.  Three particular themes are 

identified during the course of the dispute. These are the control over the dispute by the 

rank and file, the high level of support from wives, families and the local community, 

and the Melbourne-LV divide. The shop steward organisation within the LV SECV was 

strong, with intra- and inter-union meetings of stewards taking place. The maintenance 

unions in particular had a history of taking combined action, perhaps partly because of 

the relativities enshrined in the SECV Appendix to the Metal Trades Award 1952, and 

partly because of the close nature of the work which they performed. While there was no 

initial expectation that the dispute would lead to a strike, and that the latter would be 

lengthy, the support of the local and wider community would become a key element in 

sustaining both the physical well being of the men and their families, and their morale. 

The divide between the locals and their Melbourne counterparts and the relationships 

between them also affected the dispute and its outcomes. At the start, the dispute 

remained with the local players, but the relationships which had developed within the 

industry resulted in the longer term in a movement of authority over the dispute to 

Melbourne and away from the locals – the LV rank and file, the CGTLC and the SECV 

management and industrial relations personnel in the LV. 
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On the 29 March 1977, a log of claims was sent by Franz Onger, Secretary of the 

CGTLC, to Bill De Campo, the AGM (O) in the SECV in the LV. This routine and 

seemingly innocuous act, occurring within the industrial, economic and political context 

previously described, was enough to trigger the chain of events which led to the dispute, 

the extent, length and bitterness of which no-one had foreseen. 

Just another dispute: March – July 1977 

In the early part of the dispute there was no hint that this was going to be unlike 

the majority of multi-union disputes that had previously taken place within the SECV. 

While it was true that the issues in the log were viewed as constituting a real grievance 

by the maintenance workers, it was not the first occasion during the 1970s on which 

these unions had waged a common campaign.
1
 The serving of logs of claims on the 

SECV by the various unions was also not unusual, and there was no initial expectation 

on either side that this event would result in significant industrial action. When the log of 

claims was published in the local newspaper, the hope was expressed by the CGTLC 

that a negotiated agreement with the SECV would go to the ACAC for ratification or as 

an industry award.
2
 However, the log was overshadowed in the early part of 1977 by the 

high-profile MOA shift work campaign, the ETU dispute with Coronet Modular Homes, 

and the ongoing contract labour disputes. The latter issue will be referred to briefly 

during the timelines of the dispute, since the ongoing impact of the contract labour 

disputes would be key in triggering the strike in August 1977. 

MARCH 1977 

A log of claims covering the maintenance unions at the SECV had been under 

discussion for several months. The log was intended to meet a number of objectives: to 
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even up the differences in salary at base tradesman level with those applying in other 

power authorities and with outside contractors; to obtain comparable conditions with the 

staff unions within the SECV; to even out the conditions which applied across the 

different awards of the maintenance unions; and to provide a means of retaining the 

internal relativities by the establishment of a single award for maintenance unions at the 

SECV. The issue of a common power industry award for „workers who have common 

responsibilities, who have common obligations and who have common disabilities‟
3
 was 

an important part of the log, a way of levelling conditions and sorting out the multitude 

of awards, determinations and regulations which affected the employees of the SECV, 

both white- and blue- collar. The initial points for the log were drawn up at a special 

executive meeting of the CGTLC in mid-February. It was agreed that the state branches 

of the unions involved, as well as the VTHC, would be circulated with the relevant 

information.
4
 The log was endorsed at a delegates meeting a week later, and it was 

resolved to take it to a mass meeting of LV SECV workers.
 5

 This democratic unionism 

was one that was proudly followed within the AMWSU, and Sam Armstrong, the 

popular, industrially committed and well-spoken AMWSU shop steward, was an 

exponent. This also established the dispute from the beginning as one which had rank 

and file involvement at all times in the decision making. 

The mass meeting was held on 25 March, and it was resolved that the eleven-

point log should be directed to the attention of the SECV.
6
 The items in the log were to 

be divided into two parts. These were firstly those matters which were matters of 

regulation and over which the SECV was seen as having control (sick leave as per staff 

                                                 
3
 UMA, 96/92, Box 4, File Industrial campaigns, 1977 dispute & aftermath, Report to S.E.C. shop 

stewards meeting, 17 March 1977. 
4
 GTLC, Box 7 (2

nd
), File Log of claims 1971, 1977, Circular to all … , 16 February 1977. 

5
 UMA, 96/92, Box 4, File Industrial campaigns, 1977 dispute & aftermath, CGTLC Log of claims, 25 

March 1977. 
6
 UMA, 96/92, Box 4, File Industrial campaigns, 1977 dispute & aftermath, CGTLC To secretaries as 

addressed, 25 March 1977. 



155 

 

rates, accident pay on workers compensation to be made up to full pay, rostered days in 

lieu to be added to leave for work on Saturdays and Sundays, Retiring and Benefit Fund 

improved benefits, and all SECV personnel to be supplied with footwear). The second 

group of items consisted of those matters which were perceived as requiring discussions 

with the SECV before an agreed position was taken to the ACAC for ratification (wage 

increases to give base tradesman rate of $218, Easter Tuesday as a public holiday, 

increased meal allowances for all overtime, wages incorporated into awards to allow full 

wage indexation, a 35-hour week, and all overtime at double time). The most prominent 

item in the log however was the claim for a $40 per week wage increase. 

Later, Sam Armstrong was to write that the log was formulated specifically to 

even up the wage relativities and working conditions, with a conscious decision made 

not to add superfluous claims which might attract the support of the staff and operations 

unions (MOA, FEDFA, and AIMPE).
7
 It was also focused on obtaining an industry 

award, which would then be able to maintain the relativities across the maintenance 

workers.  

At the direction of the mass meeting, Franz Onger, Secretary of the CGTLC, sent 

the log of claims to the LV SECV in the person of Bill De Campo, the AGM (O), by 

letter on 30 March. This followed an unsuccessful attempt the previous day to serve it on 

him in person. At around the same time, the SECV was being served with other logs 

from various state or federal branches of unions or union bodies. At this stage, the 

maintenance log of claims was just another log, albeit served on the SECV in an 

unconventional manner. 

This was not the first time that a log had been served directly on the SECV by 

the LV unions. However, the response on previous occasions during the 1970s had been 
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a consistent request for referral to the state branches of the unions via the VTHC. The 

decision not to include the operations unions (MOA and FEDFA) in formulating the log, 

while expedient in the short term, alienated these unions from the beginning of the 

dispute, since they had not been consulted.
8
 This was to prove critical later on when 

direct support from those unions may have had a major effect on the length and 

outcomes of the strike. 

APRIL 1977 

The SECV formally responded on the 6 April to the serving of the log of claims 

on it by the CGTLC.
9
 It refused to discuss the claim since it had not been served through 

what the SECV considered the correct channels. As the claim covered a wider range of 

SECV employees than just those employed in the LV, the SECV required it to be 

handled by the appropriate Federal or State officials of the relevant unions. In practice 

this meant a coordinated approach through the VTHC. The SECV verbally advised the 

VTHC and the OIRC on 13 April of both the log and its response.
10

 This was despite a 

suggestion from within the SECV that the SECV could make an offer advantageous to 

all parties in response.
11

  

The CGTLC convened a meeting of shop stewards for the evening of Wednesday 

27 April to consider the matter.
12

 By this time, responses were being sent to the VTHC 

from the state branches of some unions supporting the claims of the LV workers, 

prompting it to start taking some action on the log.
13
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Contract labour was again an issue at this time. The CGTLC had placed bans in 

March 1977 on contract labour jobs which were in dispute. An initial hearing in March 

before Commissioner Vosti of the ACAC and two more hearings in April (one of which 

was held in Morwell) resulted in an agreed position between the CGTLC and the SECV 

(the „Vosti principles‟) which would guide further discussions directed at having the 

bans lifted.
14

 

MAY 1977 

The VTHC convened a meeting of unions with members in the SECV on 3 May 

to discuss the LV log of claims, and the authority to negotiate on the log was transferred 

to the VTHC. Sam Armstrong noted however that this did not mean that the SECV shop 

stewards or the men involved did not need to do anything further. Rather, workers would 

only get out of the claims what they were prepared to put in.
15

 It was agreed that the base 

rate amounts of $223.30 for fitters and $226.00 for carpenters would be the basis of the 

monetary claim, and an additional claim was added to the log, for long service leave 

payments to be pro rata if employees left the industry for reasons of ill health or other 

social reasons. The matter of the Retirement and Benefit Fund was to be the subject of 

another meeting by the VTHC and was treated separately.  At this meeting, Sam 

Armstrong drew attention to the wish of the LV members to finalise the log as a power 

industry agreement, which required input from state and federal branches of the unions. 

He did concede however that the claims were more important than an award.
16

 

 The VTHC called a further meeting of representatives of unions in the SECV for 

Monday 16 May. This resulted in agreement that the log be served on the SECV, with 
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the wage claim being an increase to the base rate metal trades award rate of $25.70,
17

 

and with other unions determining the rate for their tradesmen.
18

 When SECV 

representatives met with the CGTLC on 18 May to discuss the contract work, Sam 

Armstrong expressed surprise that they had not yet received the log form the VTHC. 

The transfer of authority to negotiate on the items in the log to the VTHC 

resulted in it becoming a more complex undertaking. Because of the nature of the multi-

union claim, not all unions were supportive. Delays in responding to the VTHC by state 

bodies, and the subsequent need to seek endorsement of federal bodies due to the wish to 

have an industry award, meant that the process was never going to be either quick, 

straight forward, or easy. However, while the VTHC was obliged to follow official 

procedures it appeared to have little enthusiasm for the log (perhaps because of its 

uneasy relationship with the CGTLC), not recognising that in this instance the LV shop 

stewards and rank and file had no intention of letting the claim be stalled by union 

officials and red tape. They had taken the initiative with the claim and were not prepared 

to take a back seat. 

The perceived lack of progress by the VTHC on the log after four weeks 

prompted the Shop Stewards Committee (SSC) on 31 May to call a series of lunchtime 

meetings. Each lunchtime meeting was asked to vote on a recommendation from the 

stewards that a stop work meeting be held on the 15 June if the claims had not been 

submitted to the SECV by that date.
19

 The VTHC sent a notice to the unions with 

members in the SECV and to the CGTLC on 31 May, expressing the VTHC‟s concern 

about the expressed intention to move to a power industry agreement or award, together 

with the lack of clarity around the status of some organisations present at previous 
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meetings to discuss the log. The VTHC wished to clarify both matters prior to serving 

the claims on the SECV.
20

  

During May, the SECV and the CGTLC continued discussions over the issue of 

bans on contract work. On 18 May Sam Armstrong on behalf of the CGTLC advised that 

the bans on the three jobs let to contract had been removed. Commissioner Vosti was 

formally advised of this result by the SECV. 

Also during May the federal government was preparing to pass the legislation to 

create the IRB. There was significant concern in the union movement about the likely 

negative impact of the powers proposed for the IRB. The SSC called for the withdrawal 

of the proposed legislation, and sent telegrams to that effect to the Prime Minister, local 

Members of Parliament and the ACTU.
21

 Despite the widespread feeling against the IRB 

from a number of large unions including the AMWSU, BWIU and the Australian 

Railways Union, President of the ACTU Bob Hawke supported the proposal in principle, 

provided that penalties for industrial action were limited to those already in existence.
22

  

JUNE 1977 

It was becoming apparent that the process of taking the log of claims via the 

VTHC was painfully slow, and that it was up to the state branches of the unions to take 

action on their own if they wanted the log to progress. In Sam Armstrong‟s words „It lies 

with us to advance our own wages & conditions‟.
23

 

A mass meeting of LV maintenance workers on the 15 June decided, by the slim 

margin of 420 in favour and 370 against, to impose overtime and availability bans 
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effective immediately.
24

 This vote was so close that the strike which was to follow 

„nearly didn‟t happen‟.
25

 The overtime bans were seen as a means of creating a dispute 

that the SECV could register with the ACAC.
26

 It was also agreed that a negotiating 

committee should be formed, with equal representation from state officials and rank and 

file.
27

 The mass meeting was critical of the VTHC for its slow handling of the log, and it 

agreed to serve the claims again on the SECV. The claim duly went back to the LV 

Industrial Relations Officer (IRO) on the 15 June. His apparent response at the time was 

that he was not going to do anything about it, and he followed this up in writing to the 

CGTLC and the VTHC.
28

  

The following day, 16 June, the SECV introduced restrictions on leave for the 

maintenance workers applying the overtime and availability bans,
29

 but chose not to 

bring the matter before a Commissioner of the ACAC. This did not preclude the unions 

from notifying a dispute, although the preference of the CGTLC was to negotiate a 

settlement with the SECV. This decision by the SECV was important, since an 

application to the ACAC may have seen the issue resolved at this early stage in the 

dispute. 

At the end of June, a meeting of the Victorian Branch of the Metal Trades 

Federation of Unions
30

 (MTF) noted the concern of the unions over the delay in the 
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progress of the claim. It called a meeting on 8 July for ETU and AMWSU shop 

stewards, invited FIA, Moulders‟ and ASE stewards, and notified the FEDFA.
31

  

The Fraser government amended the Trade Practices Act 1974 (Cth) in June 

1977. This introduced section 45D, outlawing secondary boycotts or action against a 

third party as a means of adding pressure to an employer in dispute. It also introduced 

significant penalties for non-compliance, including substantial fines as well as the 

awarding of damages against unions. It was used in a number of successful applications, 

and the issuing of a preliminary injunction by the Federal Court became generally 

effective in stopping secondary boycotts.
32

 This legislation thus joined the repertoire of 

legislation that the Fraser government was introducing to control what it saw as the 

militant actions of a minority of unions which threatened an economic recovery. 

JULY 1977 

The pressure on the backlog of maintenance within the SECV had increased. A 

mass meeting on Wednesday 6 July endorsed a complete ban on overtime in the LV, and 

added a ban on temporary shift work.
33

 The vote on the bans however was not 

overwhelming, being 586 in favour, 434 against.
34

 This demonstrated the continued 

ambivalence of the maintenance workers to industrial action over the log of claims.  

When the Victorian Branch of the MTF met on Friday 8 July, it included 

delegates from the major building trade unions. The well-attended meeting agreed that 

the claims in the log should proceed in three parts, distributed respectively under the 

auspices of the ACTU (the 35-hour week), the VTHC (the conditions claims – sick 
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leave, accident pay, exchange days, safety footwear, extension of long service leave 

provisions, Easter Tuesday as a public holiday, increases in meal allowance, and the 

Retirement and Benefit Fund) and the ACAC (the $40 wage increase claim, the creation 

of a total wage structure, double rates of overtime).
35

  More of the claims on the log 

were to be negotiated under the auspices of the VTHC since they affected conditions 

over which the SECV nominally had control. The ACTU was brought into the log 

specifically to progress the thirty-five hour week issue. The proposal that the CGTLC 

and the SECV would negotiate and agree on the claims was supplanted by a recognition 

that a number of the claims would in fact need to go to the ACAC. This became a more 

realistic allocation of the claims and a reflection of the SECV's position that it required 

the unions, under the auspices of the VTHC, to become formally involved.  

It appeared that, nearly two months after the VTHC had agreed to serve the log 

on the SECV, this had still not occurred. AMWSU state secretary John Halfpenny 

requested the federal organiser of his union to proceed with an application to vary the 

Metal Trades Award 1952, SECV appendix.
36

 An LV SECV shop stewards meeting on 9 

July, which was also attended by officials from the building trades unions, was advised 

that the Federal Offices of the AMWSU and the ETU had served the claims in the log on 

the ACAC.
37

 What became of these applications is unclear, but it would not be for 

another month that the dispute would be registered with the ACAC by the ETU. The 

delay in action by the unions and the VTHC would be sufficient to alter the course and 

nature of the dispute. 

                                                 
35

 UMA, 95/96, Box 7, File Metal Trades Federation 1975-80, Minutes of meeting 8 July 1977. 
36

 UMA, 96/92, Box 4, File Industrial campaigns, 1977 dispute & aftermath, letter John Halfpenny to 

National Organiser AMWSU, 12 July 1977. Perhaps there was confusion between the log being promoted 

by the LV shop stewards, and the national log which was served on the SECV by the AMWSU on 29 July 

1977, see PROV, VPRS 8916/P1/Unit 58, File 78/539, Letter of demand, 29 July 1977. 
37

 UMA, 96/92, Box 4, File Speeches, Talk to the NTU, 12 April 1986. 



163 

 

The result of the imposition of the bans on temporary shift work, when added to 

the overtime bans, was an accumulation of required and scheduled maintenance. The 

condition of operating plant had run down.
38

 The estimated effect of the overtime bans 

was a reduction of about 3300 man-hours per week, and the effect of the temporary shift 

work bans was of the same order. Overall, this resulted in a small reduction of daily 

power available by about 250-300 MW.
39

  

The SECV Commissioners were apprised of the dispute in mid-July, when the 

Chairman reported at a Commissioners meeting on the availability and overtime bans, 

and noted that their application appeared to be inconsistent, with some union members 

responding to emergency calls.
40

 This was confirmed in notes kept at the time by Sam 

Armstrong, who wrote that while most unions were holding to the overtime ban, the 

FIA,
41

 TWU and ASE were not as committed, with their organisers telling members not 

to participate. The TWU organiser apparently went so far as to sack one of his shop 

stewards for participating.
42

 This appeared to be an early reflection of concern about 

unauthorised decisions being made about industrial action by stewards, rather than 

officially by union officials or the VTHC. 

On 20 July, a further meeting of the Victorian Branch of the MTF invited 

officials of metal trade and building unions with members in the SECV to consider the 

details of any application to the ACAC to vary the SECV Appendix to the Metal Trades 

Award. The meeting concluded with the building trades‟ representatives needing to 

consider their position since they were not covered by this Award. LV stewards urged 
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those present to present a united front of both metals and building trades in the campaign 

for the log.
43

 This was particularly important if one of the aims of the log was the 

granting of an award covering all power workers or even all maintenance workers. A 

show of unity would be the minimum required to achieve this aim. 

On Friday 29 July, more than 40 SECV shop stewards (mainly from the 

AMWSU and ETU, but with some stewards from the building trades, and a few FIA 

stewards who attended despite their union instructing them not to do so) met with union 

officials to discuss implementing a resolution from an earlier shop stewards meeting to 

extend the overtime bans already in place in the LV. While some localities other than the 

LV had imposed bans, only the ETU had placed a state-wide ban at the request of mass 

meetings of their members.  The AMWSU stewards present voted to request their State 

Council to impose a total overtime and promotion ban in Victoria in support of the 

claim.
44

 Building trades‟ stewards present noted that they had an application before the 

ACAC listed for hearing on 5 August (C nos 56, 2533 and 2537 of 1977) for an award 

covering their SECV members, but that they would support a campaign for the LV log 

of claims. As a result, the former application came before the ACAC joined with the 

maintenance dispute, and would not resume separate hearings until May 1978. The 

meeting was also advised that the AMWSU had filed an ambit log with the ACAC in 

support of the LV claims, and the ETU had lodged the claim to vary the Metal Trades 

Award, SECV appendix,
45

 although these applications had not yet come to the attention 

of either the ACAC or the SECV. 

The SECV by this time was planning how to use the situation to its advantage, or 

to bring it to a head. It was felt that the continuing delay in action on the claim was 

reducing the support for the maintenance unions, and that if an application to vary the 
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award was filed, the SECV could press to have the bans removed thus placing it in a 

stronger position. However, if the plant or industrial position deteriorated, consideration 

would be given to „management-initiated action‟ and assessment of a range of possible 

alternatives had commenced.
46

 The preferred options for action involved the use of 

contract labour or directives to commence temporary shift work in order to provoke 

further action which would result in a „no work – no pay‟ response.
47

 

However, the ground was shifting under the feet of the maintenance workers. 

While they were taking action to obtain working conditions already applying to staff 

employees, those conditions were changing even as the dispute over the 1977 log 

proceeded. At the end of July 1977 the SECV and the MOA were proceeding with a 

reduction of working hours from 40 to 38 per week for all staff where this was 

practicable.
48

 A by-product of this was to reduce the likelihood of support from the staff 

union, which would not wish to jeopardise its own negotiations. These would ensure the 

continuation of a differential between conditions of salaried and wages employees. This 

further demonstrated the lack of unity amongst the LV unions, and the preference of 

some unions to progress their own claims. The MOA supervised maintenance staff, 

including apprentices, and thus played a key role in placing repaired plant back into 

service. 

Confrontation: August – October 1977 

Until this time the SECV and the stewards had used a standard pattern of actions 

and reactions in the campaign over the log. The maintenance unions were committed to 

the log, but the SECV was standing firm, perhaps because of its success in resolving the 

high profile industrial disputes from earlier in the year. The MOA‟s log of claims for 

improved conditions for shift workers had been rejected by a Full Bench of the ACAC in 
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June. The dispute between the ETU and Coronet Homes which had led to bans on after-

hours reconnections of power had also been resolved in June after discussions in the 

ACAC had led to lifting of the bans affecting the SECV.  

The VTHC appeared disinterested in moving the log along, being content to let 

the state and federal branches of the unions involved respond at their own (slow) pace. 

This may have been influenced by the long-standing uneasy relationship between the 

VTHC and the CGTLC, and aided by the parochialism of the LV shop stewards and 

their rank and file, who had decided to handle this log of claims in their own way. The 

bans imposed by the maintenance workers, while inconvenient and starting to result in a 

backlog of maintenance, were not yet creating a critical situation in terms of ongoing 

power generation and supply. They were however, affecting operational capacity within 

the SECV despite public statements that all was well.  

The handling of the dispute was about to move away from the locals. From being 

locally focused and managed, it would move to a greater Melbourne focus, and to being 

managed more by the Melbourne-based SECV, unions and the ACTU. This move 

brought into play a new set of relationships, which again changed the course of the 

dispute. The line had also been drawn between the maintenance unions and the 

operations unions, which had not been invited to be a part of the log or to support any 

action taken. There had been little publicity beyond the LV, but that was about to change 

with the involvement of the ACAC, the escalation of the dispute by the SECV, and the 

involvement of the state government and the ACTU. 

AUGUST 1977 

On August 5, the ETU registered the dispute with the ACAC. It became C no. 

3601 of 1977 and requested variations in weekly wage rates, overtime rates, meal 
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allowances, and for Easter Tuesday as a public holiday.
49

 The SECV discussed the effect 

of the bans with the MOA and the APEA, which both agreed that staff employees would 

continue to perform all normal duties, and would ensure as far as possible continuity of 

power for „essential services‟.
50

 The SECV advised that there would be no major effect 

on electricity supplies, that „the bans have been applied by a small group of blue collar 

workers who are seeking special benefits for themselves outside the normal trade union 

framework and outside the Arbitration Commission‟.
51

 On the same day however, the 

ETU extended the availability and overtime bans by its members to the SECV in the rest 

of the state.
52

 This placed further pressure on both the maintenance of plant and 

reconnections after hours. 

Three days later, on Monday 8 August, the SECV acted to bring the dispute to a 

head. Despite its earlier stated preference for using the filing of an award variation to 

press to remove the bans, SECV management decided to proceed with outsourcing 

repairs on three vehicles, using the excuse that maintenance work had fallen behind 

because of the overtime bans. This decision was taken without the customary 

discussions with union representatives about contract labour requirements.
53

 It was also 

decided to inform nominated SECV tradesmen that they would be required to commence 

temporary shift work from that evening.
54

 This decision to roster maintenance 

employees (fitters, riggers and trades assistants) to temporary shift work may be seen as 

an attempt to break the bans, and followed from the SECV‟s earlier consideration of 

taking action which would allow a „no work, no pay‟ situation. That this was the case 
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was supported by the attendance of an IRO, Bruce Lawn, at the Hazelwood PS at 11pm 

(such attendance by IROs not being the norm) to witness the start of the night shift, and 

to confirm the arrival of trades assistants and the non-arrival of fitters and riggers.  

By 10.30am the next morning, all FIA riggers, most trades assistants, and all 

AMWSU boilermakers and fitters had ceased work.
55

 What the SECV hoped to achieve 

was not clear. Did they expect that making such a move would lead to removal of the 

bans, or a back down by the men concerned? The precise motivation for, and expectation 

of, these actions of management are not available in surviving records. Based on 

previous disputes and the ongoing concerns of the rank and file over the contract labour 

issue, neither of these results was likely. The SECV actions directing repairs to outside 

labour, and instructing tradesmen to undertake temporary shift work, occurred at a time 

when the SECV was stating publicly that the dispute was not having any impact on 

electricity supply.
56

 There would thus seem to be no perceived urgency for the men to 

return to work.  

The two motor mechanics at Morwell transport workshop who refused to take the 

motor vehicles to a contractor for repair were stood down by the SECV.
57

 This action 

seemed to contradict stated SECV guidelines for implementing the „no work, no pay‟ 

process. These were put in place after a decision in the Industrial Commission of New 

South Wales (ICNSW), which clearly indicated that there should be no attempt to 

„artificially schedule‟ black banned work to this end.
58

 The SECV‟s actions around the 

contract labour issue were also in contravention of the procedures agreed with the 
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CGTLC for handling such matters. They were thus viewed as deliberate provocation,
59

 

given the historical depth of feeling within the maintenance unions on this issue. The 

action resulted in a walk off in support by 200 members of the other maintenance unions 

at the Morwell Workshops, Central Workshop and Hazelwood PS in support.
60

 The 

effect of the SECV‟s actions was to escalate what had until then been a low-key dispute 

into a confrontation.  However this spontaneous reaction to the SECV‟s actions also 

meant that any long term strategy of the SSC to progress the log of claims was in tatters. 

The rank and file had taken matters into their own hands. The stewards could only try to 

harness the outrage and bring some semblance of order back into the dispute. 

The stewards called for a mass meeting at 11am on the following day, 9 August. 

The 1,200 to 1,400 men in attendance at this meeting decided to go on strike indefinitely 

in support of their stood-down colleagues, with only 6 dissenting.
61

 The attendance at 

this mass meeting was greater than the norm, and this became typical of those held 

during the dispute. The level of unity was surprisingly high. Members of the FIA had 

just returned from their two week period of industrial action over a „no work no pay‟ 

scenario, and had little interest in starting another strike. The actions of the SECV 

directed the focus of the maintenance men to the log of claims. They had expected that 

bans would be sufficient to make their point, but perhaps felt that being on strike would 

have an even greater impact and would remind the SECV that the unions were prepared 

to act in unison over some issues.
62
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Despite the walkout occurring over the „no work no pay‟ contract labour and 

bans issues, there seemed to be a lack of clarity on the part of the men over why a strike 

had been agreed to. The log with its claims for higher wages and parity of conditions 

was assumed to be the reason for the call for a strike.
63

 Some attendees at the mass 

meeting had no idea of the issue,
64

 but „followed like lambs‟.
65

 Their supervisors in the 

MOA also assumed that the strike was over money.
66

 However, the general expectation 

was that the strike would be short, as the majority were. The assumption of being out for 

two to three days was held not only by the men, but also by their supervisors as well as 

the local SECV industrial relations staff.
67

 The managers in the LV similarly expected it 

to be „just another dispute‟.
68

  

At this time, the SECV verbally advised both the VTHC and the OIRC of the 

mens‟ decision to strike indefinitely.
69

 In the first of a series of paid advertisements in 

the news pages of the local newspaper, the Latrobe Valley Express, the AGM (O) wrote 

an open letter to the striking employees.
70

 He attempted to clarify process matters such 

as the correct channels for serving logs of claims, and noted that an application to vary 

the award had been submitted to the ACAC. He concluded that it was pointless to 

continue the strike action, since a date had been set to hear the claims. He remonstrated 

with the men for striking, saying that at least some of their leaders were aware on 9 

August that an application to vary the award had been submitted to the ACAC. He 

neglected however to point out that the SECV could also have waited on the result of the 

application before taking such provocative action, especially if power supplies were not 
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at risk. A stronger view was expressed by the local Democratic Labor Party (DLP) 

Senate candidate, Les Hilton, who called it a „campaign designed to divide the trade 

unions … and to disrupt the community‟ by „a minority of strategically placed 

communist and left wing union officials‟.
71

 

The SECV by this time was considering using apprentices to do the maintenance 

work (including temporary shift work) that would have been done by the men now out 

on strike. The Manager Industrial Relations pragmatically pointed out that while this 

might result in benefits in the short term, in the longer term it would probably work 

against the SECV as well as against individual apprentices.
72

 The MOA advised the 

SECV that apprentices would only be supervised by their members if that was part of the 

member‟s normal duties,
73

 a small measure of support from this union which would have 

perhaps heartened the strikers. 

The VTHC had already scheduled another meeting of the relevant SECV unions 

for Monday 15 August to discuss those matters in the log of claims with which it could 

proceed.
74

 These items related to sick leave, accident pay, work on public holidays and 

weekends, footwear, Retirement and Benefits fund, and pro-rata payment of Long 

Service Leave on early retirement. They were then forwarded to the SECV by the 

Secretary of the VTHC on 22 August, a significant delay given that this process had 

already been agreed by the unions when they met in mid-May and again on 8 July. The 

expectation was that the VTHC Negotiating Committee and representatives of the SECV 

would meet to discuss the claim in the near future.
75

 Replies had also been coming in 
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from the unions about the possibility of an industry award. Most of the unions 

responding agreed that negotiations on the general items in the log of claims should 

proceed, and were sending such letters of claim to the SECV.
76

 However, some unions, 

including the Australian Timber Workers‟ Union (ATWU), the Amalgamated Society of 

Carpenters and Joiners of Australia (ASC&J) and the BWIU, were not interested in 

proceeding on a power industry award. The building trades were already being heard on 

the matter of a separate award before Commissioner Vosti.
77

 Other unions believed that 

the process would be too complex and time consuming, or they were satisfied with the 

current award arrangements.
 78

 

The SECV had by now received a copy of the ETU application to the ACAC to 

vary the Metal Trades Award, and it advised the OIRC of the hearing before 

Commissioner Vosti scheduled for 23 August.
79

 This continued the practice of the 

SECV of informing the OIRC about claims served on the SECV. The Vehicle Builders 

Employees‟ Federation of Australia (VBEFA), one of the maintenance unions whose 

members were on strike, advised the SECV that it was serving the log of claims on it, 

and that the union would be represented in the ACAC when hearings commenced.
80

 

A mass meeting of the strikers on the Tuesday 16 August at Yallourn resolved to 

continue the stoppage, and to schedule another mass meeting for the 24 August to hear a 

report on the proceedings before Commissioner Vosti. A meeting of SECV metal trades 

shop stewards was held on Friday 19 August at the Victorian Trades Hall building, and 

they were also advised that the metal unions‟ application was listed for hearing before 
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Commissioner Vosti on Tuesday 23 August.
81

 This would cover the four award matters 

in the claim (salary increase, overtime rates, meal allowances, additional public holiday).  

On the 23 August, the first day of the hearing,
82

 Commissioner Vosti made it 

clear that the application before him was to vary the relevant sections of the Metal 

Trades Award, and that representation from the VBEFA and the BWIU was not 

necessary. This was the first indication that of the eleven unions involved in the strike, 

six were not likely to be parties to a decision regarding the relevant items in the log of 

claims. The unions advised Commissioner Vosti that the strike was not in fact about the 

claims in the log, but rather arose over a contract labour dispute which had its origins in 

the SECV disregard for a ruling of the Commissioner‟s earlier in 1977, and a lack of 

consultation over the allocation of temporary shifts.  

The importance of the dispute for the respective parties was reflected in the 

representation and attendance between the unions and the SECV. Mr Johnson, appearing 

for the AMWSU, advised Commissioner Vosti that a number of LV shop stewards were 

present in the gallery. He requested that if the matter went into conference that those 

stewards be allowed to attend as advisers to the unions. The attendance of the stewards 

at the ACAC hearings increased their credibility with the rank and file,
83

 but much of the 

conduct of much of the dispute was also left in their hands, with a subsequent heavy 

commitment of their time.
84

 The extensive attendance by LV shop stewards was also an 

indication that this case was viewed with great seriousness, and not as just another log of 

claims, by the maintenance workers. The stewards were not prepared to hand the claim 

over to the VTHC or their unions to follow through. This was quite a different scenario 

to the SECV, which at this stage saw the matter as just another dispute. It was 
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represented by Mr Appersley, assisted by members of the Industrial Relations 

department, including the Manager (Messrs Sims, Raphael and Clinch).  

Commissioner Vosti declined to proceed further with the hearing until all men on 

strike returned to work and the bans and limitations were removed. The 40 or so shop 

stewards who attended at the ACAC agreed to recommend a return to work. 

Accordingly, on 24 August, a mass meeting was held to discuss that recommendation. 

The meeting was well attended and accepted the recommendation to return to work the 

next day, 25 August at 7.30am, and lift all bans from that time. Despite this, the stewards 

were concerned that the hearing might be delayed, or the SECV uncooperative, with the 

real possibility that the strike would resume.
85

 This concern appeared vindicated when, 

at the meeting in the ACAC on the 25 August, the SECV announced that it wanted a 

further four days to consider the men‟s claims. That is, it could not reply before 1pm on 

29 August about the claims which they were prepared to discuss (but not necessarily to 

make any offers),
86

 despite the SECV having been aware of the claims since March.  

The stewards met that evening and agreed to recommend that further industrial 

action wait until after the SECV‟s reply.
87

 Shop stewards in the LV agreed with this 

recommendation, despite concerns at the lack of progress and the SECV‟s apparent 

inability to make any decisions.
88

 Notices to this effect were placed in work areas, with a 

report back meeting to the men scheduled for Tuesday 30 August.
89

 However, the men 

saw this decision on the part of the SECV as disrespectful, and about 2,100 men drifted 

off the job during the morning of Friday 26 August. The SECV declared that this 

showed that the stewards had lost control of the industrial action which they had 
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started,
90

 without considering that the statement made by the SECV in the ACAC may 

have contributed to this result.  

As a result of the walk out, a mass meeting was called at Yallourn for 1.30pm 

that afternoon. The meeting decided to stay out until 7.30am on 29 August, against the 

recommendation of the shop stewards, in the hope that a more positive proposal could be 

offered by the SECV. The meeting also decided that no overtime or shifts were to be 

worked over the weekend. This decision reminded the stewards that it was the men 

themselves who wished to decide how the dispute would be conducted. The men were 

determined to do all they could to have their claim negotiated on by the SECV, rather 

than in the ACAC or by the state branches of their unions and the VTHC. It was the rank 

and file who „heard reports … debated the issues … and … made the decisions‟.
91

 

Family members were often in attendance to support the strikers. 

While the brief return to work on 25 August had enabled some minor plant 

defects to be repaired, by this time the power generating plant in the Latrobe Valley was, 

according to the CGTLC, in poor condition with some of it desperately requiring 

maintenance.
92

 At least two-thirds (2000 MW) of the plant was liable to fail at any time, 

resulting in state-wide blackouts and the need for extensive and time consuming repair 

work.
93

 However, the SECV countered that availability of generating plant was very 

good – both Yallourn units, six of eight sets at Hazelwood, four out of five generators at 

Yallourn C and D, and four out of five at Morwell were in operation.
94
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Because of the „unscheduled industrial action‟, the SECV cancelled the ACAC 

conference scheduled for Monday 29 August so that it could „consider its position‟.
95

 A 

private conference between the SECV and the unions went ahead but without 

Commissioner Vosti. They agreed that a meeting would be held on Tuesday 30 August 

if there had been a full return to normal work by 10am, with no bans or limitations 

imposed.
96

 By this time, the VTHC had written to the SECV about the non-award 

claims,
97

 so that a determination could be made on whether the SECV in fact had the 

power to act on them. 

The men duly returned to work on Monday 29 August, and at the private 

conference in the ACAC on 30 August, the SECV indicated that it was prepared to 

discuss some of the claims – shift overtime, meal allowances and Easter Tuesday 

substitution. However it would not reply with offers or otherwise for another seven days, 

and then only if there were no more bans.
98

 While the SECV considered this to be 

„meaningful progress toward resolving the claims‟,
99

 the men involved in the dispute 

interpreted it as indicating a lack of co-operation by the SECV.
100

 Indeed. Perhaps the 

SECV, if it wished to avoid further prolonging the dispute, could have replied on the 30 

August, given that it had had five months to consider a response to the matters in the 

log? It had previously indicated its ability to respond to the claims by the 29 August, so 

presumably its representatives in the ACAC proceedings already knew which claims it 

was prepared to discuss. The men had returned to work twice to allow discussions to 

proceed and it didn‟t look as though the SECV was prepared to negotiate. After the 
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strike the SECV was to conclude that the offers should have been released and 

publicised earlier,
101

 which would have given greater appearance of cooperation.  

The next day, 31 August, a meeting of about 1,000 of the men voted 

overwhelmingly to go out and stay out, citing the uncooperative attitude of the SECV. 

The pattern which had developed of an indefinite strike punctuated by brief returns to 

work became an obvious flaw in the stewards/CGTLC strategy. The returns to work 

resulted in plant being returned to service,
102

 and the dispute took on a „life of its own‟
103

  

and soon developed into a „standoff‟.
104

 Whether there was in fact a strategy in place is 

moot, given the unplanned nature of the walkout and the subsequent decision to strike. 

Certainly those not involved in the strike did not see a clear strategy.
105

 It was also 

suggested that the strikers were anticipating the participation of the FEDFA or the 

capitulation of the SECV/government.
106

  

Bill De Campo, AGM (O), quoted on a local radio station, described the strike as 

„militancy at its worst‟, and „irresponsible and illogical.‟
107

 He was later quoted as 

saying that the rank and file had been „conned by the shop stewards‟ just at the stage 

when they were „within site [sic] of achieving some positive response from the SEC.‟
108

 

Given the decision of the SECV to bring events to a head, and their slowness to respond 

to the conditions claims in the ACAC, this seems either hypocritical or demonstrating a 

lack of knowledge of what was being said in the ACAC by the SECVs Melbourne 

management. 
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The second of the series of paid advertisements in the local newspaper advised 

the LV community of the major facts of the dispute. According to the SECV, the unions 

were „poised to achieve progress‟,
109

 but decided instead to go on strike, thus inflicting 

more hardship on themselves, their families and the local community. This type of 

communication to strikers, their families and the community was unusual. It became a 

more personal appeal rather than just another media release.
110

 However, invoking 

„commonsense‟ and giving advice on how the unionists should act was probably 

unlikely at this stage of the dispute to be well received, when on its part the SECV had 

not appeared willing to consider a quick response to the non-wage claims in order to 

start settling the dispute.  

The local community was by now feeling the effects of the strike. The town of 

Morwell, heavily dependent on the wages coming from the SECV, was suffering a loss 

of business that particularly affected smaller business places and those outside the 

essential food retail area.
111

 Payments had been made from the CGTLC Distress Fund 

from the early weeks of the strike,
112

 with the result that the Fund was soon in debt to the 

tune of about $12,000, only alleviated when donations to the Fund were solicited and 

received in the later weeks of the strike.
113

 

SEPTEMBER 1977 

The SECV proceeded to advertise tenders for maintenance and new works 

contracts on 1 September, despite the agreement reached with Commissioner Vosti 

earlier that year that such jobs would be discussed with the CGTLC prior to 

advertisement. The strike action by the unions was felt by the SECV to preclude „any 

                                                 
109

 Latrobe Valley Express, 2 September 1977, p. 4. 
110

 Interview with Kevin p. 3. 
111

 Latrobe Valley Express, 24 August 1977, p. 1. 
112

 Latrobe Valley Express, 21 September 1977, p. 1. 
113

 Trade Union Training Authority, Report on social problems arising during and after the strike in the 

Latrobe Valley, Trade Union Training Authority, Wodonga, 1977, p. 4. 



179 

 

logical or rational thinking‟
114

 about contract work. VTHC Industrial Officer Ron Jordan 

apparently agreed with this condescending viewpoint, while Commissioner Vosti 

declined to comment. This action on the contract jobs was only likely to confirm the 

attitude of the men on strike that neither the SECV, the ACAC nor the VTHC could be 

trusted to look after their interests. 

On Friday 2 September, the CGTLC called a Disputes Committee meeting of 

unions with members in the SECV LV to discuss the dispute and its effects on other 

unions.
115

 The CGTLC Disputes Committee was asking for reciprocation in industrial 

action from unions that it had claimed to have supported in the past – the Storemen & 

Packers, the Transport Workers, and the Miscellaneous Workers. The ETU sent an 

Industrial Officer to this meeting, and advised the SECV to this effect. This was part of 

the ongoing communication between the ETU and the SECV throughout the dispute, and 

this was noted in SECV records of the time.  

The contentious issue of apprentices being used to do the work of strikers was 

recognised early in the dispute by various unions and the CGTLC.
116

 The MOA had 

issued firm instructions concerning the scope of work and competence of the apprentice 

and the need for appropriate supervision.
117

 The SECV after the dispute ended 

acknowledged the extensive assistance provided in maintaining and restoring plant by 

apprentices, generally by agreement between the MOA and the line manager, and on a 

job by job basis.
118
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The SECV informed the VTHC on 7 September that it was not prepared to meet 

until there was a full resumption of work with no bans or limitations.
119

 As a result, the 

meeting between the VTHC and the SECV scheduled for 6 September to discuss the 

non-wage claims was cancelled and the SECV withdrew its offer to discuss these 

matters.
120

 While the SECV was still hoping to influence the VTHC to remove the 

dispute from the hands of the shop stewards, in private it was considering what offers it 

might be prepared to make around the conditions claims, subject to approval by the 

OIRC.
121

 

The Victorian Branch of the AMWSU called a further meeting of SECV shop 

stewards on the 8 September to discuss the log of claims.
122

 This meeting called for a 

mass meeting of all SECV metropolitan maintenance and construction workers on 

Monday 12 September to consider a recommendation for a 48-hour stoppage on Tuesday 

13 and Wednesday 14 September in support of the log of claims.
123

  

On 9 September, the SECV, over the signature of Bill De Campo, AGM(O), sent 

out a letter to each of the strikers asking them to consider the lack of benefits or sense in 

continuing with the strike, since the SECV was not prepared to proceed with discussions 

on any aspect of the log until the threat of industrial action was removed.
124

 The 

response of the strikers to this letter was minimal.
125

 

By the 6 September, the CGTLC was publicly stating that the power generating 

capacity was reducing due to equipment break downs and limits to existing coal winning 
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areas.
126

 This was confirmed shortly afterwards. By 12 September the SECV noted that 

there were signs of deterioration within the power generating system, with Hazelwood 

down to four units and power shortages becoming a distinct possibility.
127

 At this stage, 

the public was being reassured that power restrictions were not expected. The CGTLC 

however noted that with the reduced generating power available, and the MOA‟s 

decision to allow maintenance of operating plant but not its return to service, any 

significant plant failure would see restrictions „as a matter of course.‟
128

 The dispute was 

starting to divide the local community, with letters from women decrying the strike, the 

continuing advertisements of „the facts‟ by the SECV, and responses to both from 

various shop stewards.
129

 The „facts‟ from the union side were also presented, 

contrasting the paternalistic, top-down operation of the SECV with the bottom-up 

workings of the unions.  

At the mass meeting on 12 September of SECV metropolitan maintenance and 

construction workers, 560 employees narrowly voted to hold a stoppage of 48 hours over 

the 13 and 14 September in support of the claims, and to impose a ban on availability 

duty and temporary staff appointments.
130

 This fairly insignificant contribution to the 

dispute by metropolitan SECV maintenance employees served to further highlight the 

dominant role of the LV union rank and file. The log had been formulated in the LV, and 

that formed the core of supporters, despite the fact that any benefits would flow to all the 

SECV maintenance workforce.  

The FEDFA SECV Staff sub-branch chose this time to serve a log of claims (via 

the State Branch of the union) on the SECV, including a claim for a 32 ½ hour week, 

                                                 
126

 UMA, 96/92, Box 4, File Industrial campaigns, 1977 dispute & aftermath, CGTLC, S.E.C. 

maintenance workers dispute, 6 September 1977. 
127

 PROV, VPRS 9677 P1/Unit 3, Press statement, 12 September 1977. 
128

 Latrobe Valley Express, 9 September 1977, p. 1. 
129

 See for example Latrobe Valley Express, 9 September 1977, 14 September 1977, 16 September 1977. 
130

 PROV, VPRS 9822/P1/Unit 1, File 2, Dispute C no 3601 of 1977, 15 September 1977; The Battler, 1 

October 1977, p. 16. 



182 

 

and a conference was promptly arranged for later in September.
131

 The FEDFA 

recognised that the SECV did not want it to support the maintenance dispute and was 

therefore anxious to retain good industrial relations with the FEDFA. The other 

operations union, the MOA, also chose this time to serve another log of claims on the 

SECV. The claim was substantially the same as that rejected by both the SECV and the 

Full Bench of the ACAC several months earlier. While the MOA may have felt that the 

concerns about generating plant arising from the maintenance strike would persuade the 

SECV to consider the claim more favourably, this had not been the case.
132

 

The hearing on the dispute reconvened before Commissioner Vosti on 15 

September.
133

 The SECV confirmed that it had agreed to discuss some of the claims: 

shift overtime, meal allowances, and Easter Tuesday, and the OIRC had been advised of 

the SECV‟s proposed responses to those claims.
134

 Commissioner Vosti confirmed that 

the unions were to convene a mass meeting for Monday 19 September in the LV, and if 

a return to work was decided, then the SECV was to give its replies on Tuesday 20 

September and the remaining matters would come before him for arbitration on Friday 

23 September. However, Commissioner Vosti had made it clear that he would not move 

on the application to vary the award while the „troops‟ were on strike.  

Commissioner Vosti by this time was appearing decidedly impatient with both 

the unions and the SECV, and issued a statement which began „in the interests of 

industrial sanity‟. The SECV arranged to have Commissioner Vosti‟s statement 

reprinted in the Latrobe Valley Express for the information of the men involved in the 
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dispute,
135

 and in a possible attempt to influence a vote on 19 September for a return to 

work. 

The mass meeting insisted on by Commissioner Vosti was duly held on 19 

September at Morwell Oval, and was well attended by around 2000 men. An update of 

events since the last meeting was given, including information about the meetings of 

shop stewards and the CGTLC Disputes Committee. The feeling of the meeting was that 

a return to work would place the SECV at an advantage. Those matters on which the 

SECV would commit to giving responses, that is the claims relating to Easter Tuesday, 

double time for overtime shifts and increased meal allowances, were only minor parts of 

the log. While Sam Armstrong commented that „we all want to see the matter 

resolved‟,
136

 the shop stewards had framed a resolution recommending a continuation of 

the stoppage. The men overwhelmingly decided to remain in dispute and to meet again 

on Monday 26 September.
137

 The rank and file continued to push for a settlement on 

their terms. This decision to stay out resulted in the cancellation of the meeting with the 

SECV tentatively scheduled for Tuesday 20 and the ACAC hearing scheduled for Friday 

23 September.
138

  

A union deputation met with Commissioner Vosti on 23 September, and agreed 

to a series of propositions, which were also accepted by the SECV. A return to work 

would be recommended on a 40-hour week basis but with overtime worked in agreed 

emergency situations, and with the SECV reserving its rights to request a Full Bench 

hearing on any or all of the matters, as well as its right of appeal. The SECV agreed that 

while it would continue to brief counsel, it would not be represented by counsel at any 
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initial hearing before Commissioner Vosti.
139

 The elements of any return expected by 

the unions involved a timetable for the hearing of the wages and overtime claims, 

together with replies by the SECV on the other claims, and the SECV was also to 

withdraw a request for a reference bench.
140

 If the propositions were agreed to, the 

dispute would be relisted for hearing on 27 September once a mass meeting on 26 

September agreed to a qualified return to work that afternoon.
141

 

This tentative agreement on a return to work arrangement, was however 

„overwhelmingly rejected‟
142

 by the mass meeting on September 26. The meeting re-

affirmed its request of 19 September for various assurances by the SECV. It also voted 

to establish picket lines against the road transport of coal from Yallourn to Morwell. The 

effect of no road transport of coal was to significantly reduce the capacity to produce 

briquettes, affecting hospitals and food processing plants as well as power generation.
143

 

The success of the pickets provided the strikers with a boost to morale,
144

 as well as 

providing a collective activity. This was important in keeping the men personally 

involved in the strike and in maintaining camaraderie.
145

  

The mass meetings continued to be well attended, which had not always been the 

case during previous disputes.
146

 This was perhaps the best indicator of the depth of 

feeling of the maintenance men and their commitment to the issues in the claim. This 

extended to their wives, who continued to show their support for the dispute by 

attending the mass meetings and forming a „Women‟s Assistance Committee‟, as well as 
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to the community generally.
147

 Strikers and their families were receiving consideration 

from the local credit unions, which did not expect loan repayments while there was no 

income being received, and requests for financial assistance were being considered.
148

 

While not generous, these loans, together with the vouchers and food donations available 

from the Distress Fund, meant that the strikers were often slightly better off than the laid 

off workers in the Melbourne area, who had to rely on the resources of local welfare 

organisations which soon became exhausted.
149

 As well as food vouchers, the stewards 

were able to advise after the mass meetings about food items available for collection, 

such as tinned food, oranges etc, which had been donated in bulk by various businesses 

and/or local farmers.  

The suffering of the families of the strikers was laid, none too subtly by the local 

newspaper, at the feet of the FEDFA. Its support would have ensured that the strike 

would have been over in a few days, as Victoria was „plunged into darkness‟.
150

 While 

members of the FEDFA were said to be „sympathetic‟
151

 to the strikers, their attitude 

was that they had a responsibility to guarantee a minimum power supply to cover 

emergency situations.
152

  

Electricity restrictions had been forecast when the men had made the 

„unexpected decision‟
153

 to continue the strike indefinitely on the 19 September. It thus 

came as no real surprise when from midnight on the 27 September, stringent electricity 

restrictions were imposed by the SECV. These restrictions, described as „unnecessary‟ 
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by the AMWSU, forced stand downs across the state in a variety of industries.
154

 The 

restrictions included „no electricity for general industry, half power for business lighting 

and public transport, and rationing of briquette supplies‟.
155

 Large LV industries had to 

reduce production or even to close.
156

 It was only at this point that coverage of the 

dispute in the news media, even in the LV, began in earnest. The restrictions were seen 

by newspapers of the Left as a means of turning public opinion against the strikers,
157

 

but were defended by the SECV as resulting from significant deterioration to plant for 

generating and coal winning.
158

 

The SECV Commissioners had noted that „the Cabinet Industrial Sub-Committee 

had been informed regularly of the Commission‟s course of action and they had 

indicated their agreement‟.
159

 The SECV had also kept the Minister for Minerals and 

Energy fully informed during the course of the dispute, but it was only after electricity 

restrictions had been imposed that the Premier and Cabinet became concerned.
160

 The 

Premier‟s response was to meet with the Secretary of the VTHC Ken Stone on the 27 

September to ask whether the VTHC and the ACTU could intervene in order to help 

settle the dispute. He (Stone) had been in contact with Bob Hawke, who agreed to raise 

the matter with his own officers.  
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Figure 6.1. It‟ll be just as dark up here soon.  Latrobe Valley Express, 23 September 

1977, p. 4.  

 

Commissioner Vosti recommenced hearings on the dispute on 27 September,
161

 

despite the maintenance unions still being on strike. John Halfpenny announced his 

appearance for the AMWSU, suggesting that the dispute was now being taken more 

seriously by union state officials, who recognised the need to obtain a resolution. The 

SECV requested the matter be heard by a Full Bench as a matter of public interest 

because of the possible effect of granting any of the claims. This request was duly placed 

before Sir John Moore, President of the ACAC, who instructed Commissioner Vosti to 

continue hearing the case pending a decision. Commissioner Vosti acquiesced to the 

shop stewards present remaining as an audience but not as spokespeople, in any 

proceedings in conference.  

By this stage, it was clear that the focus of the decision-making had been 

removed from the SECV in the LV to the Melbourne managers, the SECV Chairman 
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and the government, thus making it even less likely that negotiation and compromise 

would be utilised to end the dispute. Another advertisement in the Latrobe Valley 

Express placed over the signature of Bill De Campo (AGM (O)), blamed the 

maintenance workers for the electricity restrictions.
162

  

The following day, 28 September, Commissioner Vosti informed the parties that 

the unions were expected to commence detailed argument on the wages claim on 29 

September and to call a mass meeting for no later than the morning of Friday 30 

September with a recommendation for an immediate return to work. The SECV for its 

part was to complete its submissions on 30 September.
163

 It was apparent that 

Commissioner Vosti was working to resolve the issue as quickly as possible, although he 

made it clear that no decision would be handed down until there was a return to work. 

Commissioner Vosti threatened not to proceed if a union meeting was not arranged for 

Friday to consider a return to work. 

The union arguments placed before Commissioner Vosti were that the SECV 

was a unique industry that should adequately recompense its employees to avoid 

disruption to supply; that there were relativity issues within the SECV; that there were 

anomalies relative to workers employed outside the SECV; and anomalies with wage 

rates paid to NSW electricity workers. An increase of $20 minimum was proposed,  

although $40 had been requested. The rebutting arguments of the SECV centred on the 

wage indexation guidelines and their lack of applicability to the case before the ACAC. 

Mention was also made of the „more than generous‟ wage increase awarded by 

Commissioner Vosti in 1974 to the Metal Trades employees at the SECV, which placed 

these workers in a good position relative to other unions within the SECV, as well as 

flow ons from the Metal Industry Award, 1971. Commissioner Vosti was critical of both 
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the unions and the SECV for their delaying tactics, particularly the unions which, he 

said, did not seem to want the matter resolved.
164

  

On 28 September, the public was apprised of the gravity of the situation with the 

announcement of the possibility of no television broadcast of the replay of the Victorian 

Football League (VFL) grand final on Saturday 1 October (the game the previous 

weekend had been a draw for only the second time in the VFL‟s history).
165

 However, 

the SECV eased the power restrictions slightly due to reduced weekend demand, which 

allowed the grand final game to be telecast live.
166

 

A mass meeting of strikers at Morwell Oval on 30 September, after hearing 

reports of developments since the last meeting, confirmed that the strike would continue. 

The meeting demanded, in part, that the SECV withdraw its Section 34 request for a 

reference bench; that the SECV reply to non-wage claims by Monday 3 October; and 

that Commissioner Vosti hand down his decision by Thursday 6 October. If these 

conditions were met, then a further meeting on the 4 October would consider a 

resumption of work.
167

 The SECV advised Commissioner Vosti that evening that 

„subject to a resumption of work without bans and limitations, it would withdraw its 

application for a reference and that on a return to work, would make its offers 

available‟.
168

 The offers were known to those stewards and officials attending the 

hearing, but had not been able to be passed on to the strikers.  

OCTOBER 1977 

By this time, not only the SECV and the strikers, but also Commissioner Vosti 

had taken a resolute stance. In an attempt to break the stalemate, at a private conference 

on 1 October Commissioner Vosti brokered a proposal for consideration by the parties. 
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Included in the proposal was the offer by the SECV to withdraw its Section 34 request 

for a Full Bench hearing. In addition, it would make its offers on the matters already 

considered available to the official conducting the mass meeting on 4 October if there 

was a decision to return to work immediately on a limited basis, and a full return without 

bans and limitations from Monday 10 October. The formal offer from Commissioner 

Vosti included timelines for argument and the handing down of a decision on 12 

October, but made it clear that the basic step was an immediate return to work on the 

basis proposed on 23 September.  

The LV SECV shop stewards met on 4 October to consider the Vosti proposals. 

They resolved to recommend to a mass meeting that they be rejected since they did not 

meet the guidelines established at the mass meeting held on the 30 September.
169

 About 

50 stewards attended the meeting, with only one dissenting vote, and Sam Armstrong 

apparently estimated that another fortnight would see the men achieve their aims.
170

 The 

state government, aware of the recommendation to be put to the mass meeting, and 

perhaps feeling the need to be seen to be doing something, announced that it would 

invoke the ESA if the men didn‟t return to work. This was poor timing, since while this 

may have been directed to influencing the result of the vote,
171

 there was no indication 

that this happened, and it may in fact have had the opposite effect.  

The stewards‟ recommendation was considered at the mass meeting held at 

Yallourn Oval later that day and was accepted. The strikers rejected the Vosti proposal 

by a margin of approx 1500 to 35 and made it clear that a return to work was 

unacceptable until progress had been made. This decision probably passed up the best 

opportunity for the strikers to achieve a positive result from their claims. Commissioner 
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Vosti was known for settling disputes „by increasing the quantum of money paid‟.
172

 He 

had been inclined to do so again on this occasion,
173

 since his style was to „send 

everyone away half happy‟.
174

 However, on this occasion, both sides were intransigent. 

Once the package offer was rejected, it gave the appearance that the unions were not 

prepared to negotiate. It signalled the end of Commissioner Vosti‟s ability to resolve the 

situation. In addition, it confirmed the opinion of the state and federal governments that 

such militant unionism needed to be curbed. The state government, having introduced 

the possibility of using the ESA, was left with little choice but to proceed to do so. 

 

 

Figure 6.2. It was just about right until he stuck his nose in. Latrobe Valley Express, 7 

October 1977, p. 4.  

 

Accordingly, on 4 October, the Premier rushed amendments to the ESA through 

the Victorian parliament. The amending Act (the Essential Services (Right to Work) Act 

1977 (Vic)) gave the state government unprecedented power to outlaw strikes, and 
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empowered the Governor-in-Council to declare a state of emergency in relation to any 

essential service (as listed in the Act) under specified conditions.  On 5 October, Premier 

Hamer invoked the ESA for the first time in Victoria and asked the Governor to declare 

a state of emergency.
175

 The Hamer government was seen as „stirring the pot‟
176

, by not 

allowing the SECV to negotiate,
177

 thus effectively leaving the latter no role in the 

dispute.
178

 

The declaration of a state of emergency had the effect of provoking the SECV 

operational unions, the FEDFA and the MOA, which had until then only given lip 

service to the strikers, to provide statements of outright support.
179

 The Victorian Branch 

of the FEDFA issued a statement saying that it fully supported the LV maintenance 

workers claims, urging negotiation instead of punitive action, and advised that any 

machinery repaired by other than those in dispute would not be operated. The MOA 

SEC Branch issued a similar statement advising that members should refuse to perform 

the duties of striking workers or supervise „outsiders‟ on the job. The smaller AIMPE 

advised its members to refuse to perform duties other than their own, including 

supervising „outsiders‟.
180

 Unity in the LV at last, with the CGTLC Acting Secretary 

commenting that „the FEDFA is right behind us now‟ and that it had also made a 

significant contribution to the Distress Fund.
181
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The APEA on the other hand had agreed to allow its members to supervise 

apprentices and restore plant once restrictions were imposed, as long as the SECV 

indemnified them for doing so.
182

 

It quickly became apparent that the declaration of a state of emergency and the 

threat to use the ESA had inflamed the situation in the LV. It united the major operations 

unions in their support for the maintenance workers. The Government had misread the 

likely reactions to its decisions and did not have any firm plan to ensure generation in 

the face of combined resistance from the operations unions. While the LV managers had 

been concerned about the reactions of other unions, there had been no real expectation 

that such a strong and united response would occur. Local industrial knowledge had 

been overruled perhaps by SECV Melbourne, where work was carried out in a far 

different industrial environment. The SECV noted after the dispute ended that had the 

ESA been used, a „confrontation of monumental proportions‟
183

 could have resulted. No 

one in Australia would have been happy,
184

 the operations unions would have walked off 

the job, and the result may have been a general strike.
185

 

The Minister for Minerals and Energy, as the proclaimed minister to administer 

the ESA, had received advice from the SECV concerning likely reaction by the FEDFA 

and MOA to any implementation of the ESA. He had been informed that prospective 

union actions could result in a range of conditions, from a complete cessation of work 

resulting in the shutting down of the power system, to the acceptance of plant 

maintenance and restoration work that would result in the progressive return to normal 

supply. The most likely scenario was expected to be the maintenance of only a minimum 
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level of generation with no further restoration of plant beyond that level.
186

 State Cabinet 

was later to suggest that in the event of LV FEDFA and MOA members refusing to work 

with outside contractors, it should itself shut down all electricity supply to the State (an 

extraordinary suggestion, and perhaps unlikely to be understood by the good citizens). 

The SECV pointed out in response that this decision could only be made by 

Parliament.
187

 

Prime Minister Fraser was adamant that the men should get nothing.
188

 In a 

decision calculated to cause maximum hardship to those workers laid off because of the 

power restrictions, the Fraser Cabinet agreed that unemployment benefits should be 

refused to those workers put out of work as a result of industrial action by others.
189

 

Cabinet noted however that if it decided to act in support of the Victorian government, it 

would be appropriate to „publicly invite the intervention of the ACTU to settle the 

dispute.‟
190

  

The effects of the strike on both a personal and community level were by now 

significant. LV businesses were laying off staff, including the working wives of strikers. 

It was estimated that Morwell traders alone had lost about $2.5 million and that some 

businesses would never recover. Some families had been granted special hardship loans 

from the local credit unions (at normal interest rates) in order to purchase food and other 

essential items.
191

 Despite this, there was still public support forthcoming from the wives 

of strikers, although the local community and union movement was divided over the 

actions of the strikers, the possibility of bringing in the army, and the perceived role of 
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Communists in fomenting the industrial action.
192

 The ability of the men to maintain the 

strike was said to be due to the income from their working wives, and now that the local 

employers of women were laying off staff, there was speculation that this would 

influence the course of the dispute.
193

  

By this stage the pressure was also on the LV SECV management to determine 

what power generation could be expected should the strike continue. Continuing plant 

failure meant that there could be a sudden loss of any of the Yallourn W or Hazelwood 

PS units. The continued use of over-entitlement power from the SMHES would be 

threatened if there was „significant plant loss‟ in NSW.
194

 There were also additional 

concerns within the SECV about the FEDFA and MOA joining the dispute, leading to 

the possibility of a total system shut down with „dire consequences to the community‟.
195

 

The SECV, in considering the options available to it, and the possibly strong responses 

of the FEDFA and the MOA to the use of the ESA, proposed the (in its mind) less 

confrontational action of sending letters to the strikers advising them to return or lose 

their jobs.
196

  

VTHC Secretary Ken Stone, despite his disapproval of the way in which the 

strike was being conducted, was adamant that the threat to use the ESA was ill-timed 

and provocative. It would not only make it more difficult to end the strike, but could 

cause it to be joined by other trade unions.
197

 The VTHC held a special Executive 

meeting on the 5 October, noting that the Council had been unable to meet before then 

because of the power restrictions. John Halfpenny suggested that the VTHC should 

oppose use of the ESA, and urge the unions and the SECV to negotiate. Ken Stone noted 
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in response to remarks from other members that „the present situation was conceived and 

engineered without going through the proper processes of the trade union movement‟.
198

 

The Executive met again on the following evening, 6 October, to discuss the statement 

made by the Premier of Victoria the previous evening concerning his proclamation of a 

state of emergency. This, the Premier said, was aimed at protecting people‟s right to 

work, restore power, get the strikers back to work, and settle the dispute through 

arbitration.
199

  

The Commonwealth government had suggested to the state government that it 

should ask the Full Bench to direct the strikers to return to work. The deferred provisions 

of the IRB legislation (the Conciliation and Arbitration Amendment Bill (no.3) 1977 

(Cth)) giving stronger „consequences‟ for industrial action, were to be introduced to 

Federal parliament after the meeting of the National Labour Consultative Council 

(NLCC) on 12 October. Cabinet was of the opinion that the legislation should not be 

brought forward earlier than this date since a strong reaction from both unions and 

employers could be expected. It would also be difficult to justify, given the actions of 

the Victorian government in invoking the ESA, the proceedings in the ACAC, and the 

lack of any request from the State of Victoria to bring it forward.
200

  

Once Commissioner Vosti‟s proposal had been rejected by the strikers, Sir John 

Moore, President of the ACAC, considered the renewed application of the SECV for a 

Section 34 reference to a Full Bench. He concluded that the seriousness of the industrial 

situation meant that in the public interest it should be referred. A Bench comprising Mr 

Justice Ludeke, Mr Deputy President Isaac and Mr Commissioner Vosti was nominated 

to sit on 6 October.
201

  

                                                 
198

 UMA, 101/20, Box 138, Item 247/1977, VTHC special Executive, 5 October 1977, p. 216. 
199

 UMA, 101/20, Box 138, Item 247/1977, VTHC special Executive, 6 October 1977. 
200

 NAA: A12933, 162. 
201

 PROV, VPRS 8916/P1/Unit 328, File 80/116, Decision under section 34, 5 October 1977. 



197 

 

The Full Bench of the ACAC duly convened on 6 October.
202

 As well as the 

unions and the SECV, representatives of the State of Victoria, the Commonwealth of 

Australia, and the National Employers Policy Committee (NEPC) sought leave to appear 

or to intervene. The Full Bench moved into private conference with representatives from 

the SECV and the various unions involved, including more than 20 LV shop stewards. 

Most of the discussion was around anomalies, wages and overtime and SIPS payments, 

with the bench trying to find a settlement acceptable to all parties.
203

 Members of the 

Bench, early in discussions considering the range of issues, had noted on several 

occasions that an across-the-board wage increase would do nothing to resolve the 

problems described to them. However it was also made clear that a lack of progress 

would not be acceptable to the state government and would result in „fearsome 

prospects‟. Dr Jessup, counsel for the SECV, objected to the hearing proceeding while 

the strike was still in force, putting pressure and duress on all parties. The men by now 

apparently believed that they were close to winning their demands. They felt that the 

need for urgent maintenance gave them „the upper hand‟, although the Bench suggested 

that was „a matter of opinion‟. These types of statements may have had the effect of 

strengthening the resolve of all parties not to compromise their positions.  

The suggestion was put forward by the Bench that given the crisis situation some 

flexibility by the SECV in making known its offers on the conditions claims could be the 

means of facilitating a return to work. However, the SECV was still only willing to 

disclose its offers as part of a recommendation by stewards and union officials to return 

to work. John Halfpenny proposed that an interim decision on the wages claim be 

handed down the following day, based on the evidence heard by Commissioner Vosti, 

and then a mass meeting would be convened to accept the interim decision and a return 
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to work. At that time, the SECV replies would be made known to the workers. This 

suggestion was rejected outright by Mr Justice Ludeke, since the Bench would not be the 

„executioners of the principles of wage indexation‟. He suggested that the two avenues 

available to the unions were, firstly, an approach to the ACTU to request an Anomalies 

Conference under the principles of wage indexation, or secondly, an application under 

the principle of changes in work value. Neither could be guaranteed to resolve the 

perceived problem to the satisfaction of the strikers.  

The Full Bench met in conference again on the 7 October and confirmed that any 

demand for „money in the hand‟ before a return to work would contravene the wage 

determination principles of the ACAC and would not be acceded to.  

Mr Nolan, Secretary of the ACTU, appeared for the first time at the ACAC. His 

presence was part of the exploration by the unions of whether the ACTU would be 

prepared to request the President of the ACAC, as a matter of urgency, to convene an 

Anomalies Conference. Mr Nolan indicated that such an inquiry would be met with a 

positive response if made by the federal branches of the unions involved. The Bench 

noted that such a conference, if agreed to, was unlikely to be summonsed without a 

return to work. A recommendation by the Full Bench that the SECV offers on some of 

the claims be accepted and accompanied by a return to work was rejected. It was clear 

that the discussions had reached a stalemate, with the SECV not willing to disclose their 

offers, the Bench not willing to proceed without a return to work, and the unions, led by 

John Halfpenny, frustrated that their proposals were not considered. They were not 

willing to go to a mass meeting to recommend a return to work until there was 

something positive to offer on the progress of the wage claim.  

On 10 October, the Full Bench considered fresh proposals from both the SECV 

and the unions for resolution of the dispute.  Dr Jessup for the SECV, and supported by 
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the state government, proposed a four-step program to break the stand off. This would 

involve the unions recommending a return to work, the disclosure by the SECV of their 

offers, the requesting by the ACTU of an Anomalies Conference to commence at the 

same time as the resumption of work, and the resumption of the Full Bench hearing the 

day after the Anomalies Conference to ensure that the claims would be heard on their 

merits in the most expeditious manner.
204

  

In response, John Halfpenny advised the Bench and the SECV of the strikers‟ 

complete rejection of the SECV proposal, as it contained nothing new and it would not 

be accepted by a mass meeting. Pulling „rabbits out of a hat‟,
205

 John Halfpenny counter-

offered that if Commissioner Vosti, as per his offer of 1 October, was able to hand down 

an interim wage decision, if the SECV conveyed to the unions its offers or replies on the 

three conditions claims, and if there was a timetable for hearing the wages claim and 

other matters involved in making an SECV maintenance award, then the workers would 

consider that proposal with regards to a return to work before 12 October. Commissioner 

Vosti responded that he was unable to comply with this request because his conditions 

laid down on 1 October (including a return to work by 4 October) had not been met and 

because he was now a member of the Reference Bench. In effect, the unions had 

probably lost their best chance of a positive result (in wages increase terms anyway) to 

the dispute when they chose not to accept the Vosti package deal of 1 October. 

Commissioner Vosti had settled previous disputes by increasing wage rates and it is not 

unreasonable to assume that he was likely to have done the same on this occasion.
206

 The 

apparent refusal of the unions to compromise on a return to work, as well as the SECV 
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procrastination („a pair of hopeless bastards‟),
207

 may have contributed to a perception 

by the President of the ACAC and the public that there was no progress being made.  

The Full Bench adjourned to allow a meeting called by the ACTU to proceed on 

11 October. This signalled the entry of its high-profile President, Bob Hawke, into the 

dispute. Known as a dispute-settler rather than a dispute-winner, his presence was not 

generally welcomed by the LV stewards and rank and file, because of his perceived sell 

out in 1972 in the annual leave case.
208

 However, a sigh of relief seemed to come from 

the State government and the SECV once he applied himself in energetic fashion to 

brokering a compromise that all parties could agree to. He was seen as „the white 

knight‟
209

 who would negotiate an end to the dispute. This intervention was particularly 

noticeable in comparison to the VTHCs apparent lack of action.
210

 

By this time, in the words of AGM (O) Mr Bill De Campo, the situation was 

„very grave‟.
211

 The VTHC was still refusing to guarantee minimum power generation, 

and a generating unit at Yallourn W PS had failed. Tighter power restrictions came into 

effect from midnight on 9 October, mainly affecting domestic use of power: all heating 

was banned, and lighting was allowed in two rooms only. By this time, the SECV had 

used almost two-thirds of its annual power quota from the SMHES in only three months, 

and this probably contributed to the decision to tighten power restrictions.
212

 LV plant 

was said to be at about only 30% of installed capacity.
213

 

Premier Hamer had asked the Commonwealth government to initiate proceedings 

to deregister the unions involved in the dispute, but the latter declined to do for „sound 
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industrial relations reasons‟.
214

 So on 11 October, the State government applied to 

invoke the bans clauses already existing in various awards, through a Section 33 

notification to the ACAC that could result in penal proceedings.
215

 The Hamer 

government also applied to deregister four of the unions involved in the dispute.
216

 The 

actions of the government were met by calls for a state-wide general strike and mass 

picketing to shut down the Victorian power industry.
217

 The state was seen to be „on the 

brink of disaster‟,
218

 and the conference convened by Bob Hawke as the last chance for a 

peaceful settlement before the Premier took drastic action. This may have been a way of 

forcing the state branches of the unions, as well as the VTHC, to apply further pressure 

on the strikers to return to work. 

The ACTU had called a meeting of representatives from the VTHC, state and 

federal branches of the unions involved, and the shop stewards, for the 11 October to 

discuss „all aspects of the dispute.‟
219

 The SECV had apparently acknowledged that 

there were anomalies, and Hawke believed that the Bench would find for the 

maintenance men in terms of money, but how much was the question.
220

 There was a 

rumour that an increase of at least twelve dollars would be granted by the ACAC.
221

 The 

ACTU President conferred during the day with the Victorian Premier and members of 

the ACAC including the President, Sir John Moore. Bob Hawke made it clear at the 

ACTU meeting that neither the ACAC, the state government nor the SECV would make 

or endorse any decision that would breach wage indexation guidelines, thus 
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consideration of anomalies external to the SECV was not going to happen.
222

 The only 

alternatives for the claim were either an Anomalies Conference or a work value case.
223

 

There were no other options. The demand for „money in hand‟, described as „selfish 

demands and bloody-minded stubbornness‟,
224

 before a return to work, wasn‟t going to 

happen. All that could be done now was to negotiate a return to work with the minimum 

loss of face.
225

 The promise of an anomalies hearing gave the stewards a way out of the 

impasse. It gave the appearance that the claim was progressing favourably, even though 

there were few options left for the strikers. 

The LV shop stewards („surly but desperate‟)
226

 met at Morwell at 9.30pm that 

evening to consider their options, and eventually agreed to recommend a return to work 

to allow an Anomalies Conference to proceed. It was proposed that President Moore 

would hear arguments on anomalies in the SECV. If he found for their existence, 

President Moore would then recall the Full Bench on Friday 14 October to coincide with 

the recommended return to work. If the Full Bench sat, it would hear the case through 

the weekend, and hand down a decision on the following Monday 17 October. The 

VTHC Executive agreed to have contingency plans in place to meet if the mass meeting 

should reject the recommendation to return to work, and to consider calling a meeting of 

the Council to enable a report and recommendations to go to the affiliated unions.
227

 

Meanwhile, support within the community for the strikers continued to grow, and 

it increased with the amending of the ESA. Public events included rallies in the City 

Square in Melbourne in support of the strikers, such as those held on both Monday 11 
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October and Tuesday 12 October, organised by a group called the Committee in 

Solidarity with the Power Workers Strike.
228

 In the LV, the strike and its effects 

continued to be a major topic of debate, with letter writers arguing the pros and cons, the 

mishandling of the dispute and the threat to „the social and democratic way of life as we 

know it‟.
 229

 The spectre of Communist influence (referring to the known political 

affiliations of Sam Armstrong and John Halfpenny) and the unwillingness of the workers 

to think for themselves were still common themes. Both wives and families had a stake 

in the progress of the dispute, and the mass meetings were attended by women and 

children to show their support for whatever decision their men would make.
230

 

Businesses asked their customers to let them know if they were on strike, so that they 

would not be pressed for payment of bills, but it is hard to imagine these proud workers 

doing that – taking a loan to pay bills would perhaps be seen as a more palatable option. 

The SECV continued to publicise its side of the dispute, with another advertisement 

placed in the Latrobe Valley Express advising its proposal for resolution, including its 

offer to advance all strikers one weeks pay on the day after work resumed.
231

  

The promised Anomalies Conference
232

 took place on 12 October with major 

submissions presented by the ACTU, FIA, ETU and the SECV. While there was no 

agreement as to the existence of the alleged anomalies, President Moore decided that on 

the basis of factors within the SECV wage structure an arguable case existed. He duly 

referred the matter to an Anomalies Bench comprising the same members as the 

previous Section 34 Reference Bench.  
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The Anomalies Bench proceedings commenced later the same day. The process 

suggested was substantially the same as that proposed by the ACTU – a mass meeting 

on 13 October to consider the offers from the SECV and a recommendation to return to 

work on a 40-hour week basis from midnight that day, and normal working from day 

shift on the 17 October; anomalies proceedings on the 13 and 14 October with the 

decision to be handed down within three days of completion; a further mass meeting on 

17 October to consider progress; and the dealing with outstanding matters (including 

unacceptable SECV offers) as soon as practicable thereafter by the Full Bench.
233

 

Although the Bench would cooperate in the expeditious hearing of the matter, it could 

give no guarantee that the decision would be brought down on Monday 17 October. The 

ACAC was continuing to hold firm to its stance that there would be no action on the 

wage issue without a return to work.  

The Anomalies Bench proceedings on 13 October commenced with the ACTU 

presenting submissions on behalf of the 11 unions involved. Mr Nolan spoke of the 

multitude of awards, determinations and classifications that operated, some paid rates 

and some minimum rates awards; as well as the SIPS/special payment (third column) 

issue; and the power industry as a key industry. He proposed looking at ten particular 

classifications as exemplars of the skills and responsibilities required for working in the 

SECV. The ACTU noted in addition that the metal tradesmen had lost their relative 

position when compared to non-tradesmen working under different awards. Three of the 

unions involved in the dispute which were not party to the Metal Trades Award, that is 

the ABCE&BLF, the ASC&J, and the BWIU, wished to maintain their existing 

relativities to tradesmen in the building trades, as well as to other SECV tradesmen. It 

was suggested that this could be done through the conjoint consideration of separate 
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awards. This recognised that that the latter three unions had already been before 

Commissioner Vosti earlier in 1977 for consideration of a separate SECV award. 

A mass meeting of the strikers went ahead on Thursday 13 October
234

 at the 

Morwell Football Oval, with John Halfpenny reporting on events over the previous week 

to the assembled workers: that the SECV initially refused to discuss the issues, with a 

„no‟ response to everything and pressing for a return to work; a Full Bench sitting on 

Monday 10 October had not resulted in any further response to the claims; the meeting 

convened by the ACTU on the 11
 
October recommended a return to work to allow an 

anomalies hearing to proceed. John Halfpenny then advised that the SECV had now 

responded on some of the claims, with a proposal for an increase to meal allowances, the 

substitution of Easter Tuesday in lieu of Easter Saturday as a public holiday, and 

overtime for temporary shifts to be at double time. He suggested that this response from 

the SECV could be viewed as a sign of a willingness to now discuss the issues in full. 

John Halfpenny noted that an Anomalies Conference had been held the day before, 12 

October, with representatives of the ACTU and VTHC.
235

 Sir John Moore had 

considered the three broad grounds presented to him: a comparison of rates within the 

SECV to those external to the SECV; the SIPS payments; and anomalies within the 

wage structure of the SECV, and ruled that the case should be argued on the basis of 

internal relativities only. In response, an Anomalies Bench was convened, and a 

timetable for the case established, with a decision to be handed down within three days, 

that is no later than the following Monday 17 October (although this was the soonest that 

a decision was likely to be handed down, as the statement from the Bench prior to the 

hearing had clarified). While much heckling greeted this announcement, John Halfpenny 
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added that any decision from the Anomalies Bench would be effective from the date of a 

return to work. This statement was greeted with applause.  

The stewards had been split on what recommendation was to be put to the mass 

meeting, but reluctantly agreed to put a recommendation to return to work.  Questions 

and interjections from the rank and file showed concern over any appeal by the SECV, 

and about why the ACTU in the person of Bob Hawke had become involved. Speakers 

pointed out the ACTU‟s lack of movement on the 35-hour week, „being sold down the 

drain‟, and predicted that this would happen again. Sam Armstrong put the motion for a 

return to work, but pointed out that if the vote was to stay out, the men would be used 

„as the vehicle for the biggest political showdown this country has ever had‟.  

Subsequent speakers for the return to work emphasised that any decision to take 

on the Hamer government should wait until the decision from the ACAC. It was also 

pointed out that a return to work showed the willingness of the strikers to compromise. 

Speakers against a return to work viewed it as a defeat, since it would enable the SECV 

to have all the required maintenance performed, eliminating their bargaining power and 

putting the dispute back where it started. George Wragg reminded the men about all the 

support for the strike coming in from Australian workers, and that „the eyes and the ears 

of every worker in Australia‟ would be waiting for their decision. An amendment to the 

motion, to delay a return to work until Monday 17
th

 was discussed but received little 

support, since this would mean that the Anomalies Bench would not sit over the 

weekend.  

Sam Armstrong urged the men to keep politics out of their decision, not to allow 

themselves to become „a political football‟, but to make the decision which best served 

their interests as SECV workers. They needed to decide not through what the press said, 

„making some statements that are not entirely true‟, but by what they knew from their 
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workmates and their stewards. The strikers voted overwhelmingly to return at midnight 

that day (13 October) on a 40-hour shift basis only, and with a full return from Monday 

17 October with no restrictions, to await the decision of the ACAC.
236

 A further mass 

meeting was called for Monday 17 October. Obtaining agreement to return to work was 

a significant achievement by Sam Armstrong,
237

 given the reluctance of the men to 

believe that a fair decision would be obtained from the ACAC. Sam Armstrong was later 

to comment that some of the workers were against the return to work to such an extent 

that they never really started to work.
238

  

A review of LV power plant prepared on 13 October for the SECV Chairman 

noted the continued deterioration of plant, low operational coal reserves and seriously 

depleted hydro reserves. Power generation at that time was barely meeting the demands 

of the more severe restrictions imposed on 9 October.
239

 However, as a result of the 

short return to work, a major generating unit at Hazelwood was restored to service, and 

output from Morwell PS was increased. This led to a slight easing of electricity 

restrictions over the weekend, allowing for increased television viewing and a partial 

start up of industry on the weekend.
240

 This was via the lifting of restrictions on industry 

on alternate days from October 15.
241

 However, while some plant was returned to 

service, other systems and equipment continued to fail and could not be repaired until 

after the end of the strike.
242

  

The Anomalies Bench continued its hearing on Friday 14 October with SECV 

submissions, as well as those from the Victorian government, Commonwealth 
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government and the NEPC. The Bench reminded the parties that it would bring down a 

decision within three days of the end of the hearing, which was scheduled for Saturday 

morning 15 October. The next day, Saturday 15 October, John Halfpenny and Mr Nolan 

replied for the unions, and the SECV responded to questions from the Bench, which then 

adjourned. 

It was noteworthy that the VTHC was absent from the proceedings, particularly 

as it was a signatory to the SIPS agreement, one of the relativity issue factors. The 

ACAC members appeared to attach some significance to this absence.
243

 Was this the 

result of the agreement that the ACTU would lead the case or a reflection of the earlier 

VTHC non-support for the whole dispute and therefore a wish not to be involved at all? 

If the latter then could this have influenced the decision of the Bench? The VTHC 

appeared content to let the LV shops stewards work out how to resolve yet another  

unauthorised action initiated by the LV SECV stewards.
244

 The VTHC had not met as a 

Council since 8 September, partly as a result of the power restrictions. However, the lack 

of apparent involvement by the VTHC was noticeable and also commented on by those 

involved in the dispute. Comments concerning the VTHC included that it „stopped at the 

tram tracks‟
245

, was „hopeless‟
246

, and that it played no role in the dispute.
247

 

The mass meeting held at Yallourn Oval on Monday 17 October
248

 to hear the 

result of the Anomalies Bench started, as had become the custom, with a report by John 

Halfpenny. He advised that the hearing had gone on for longer than scheduled, because 

the unions had found that they needed more time to present and argue their case than 

they had expected.  The unions had proposed two solutions to the ACAC: that the 
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„special payment‟ column of the award that was removed with the advent of SIPS be 

restored, or that the ACAC examine the internal relativities in the SECV using specific 

classifications (that is, something less than the original log of claims had requested). It 

was also suggested that about $19-29 increase would be required to remove the 

anomalies. The chair of the meeting, Ted Turnbull, noted that a stewards meeting earlier 

that morning had a unanimous recommendation to put to the meeting. This was to 

adjourn until the following day to consider the decision of the ACAC. While there was 

much unrest at this suggestion, Sam Armstrong pointed out that the Full Bench would 

not continue with the matter while the men were out on strike. High profile shop steward 

George Wragg noted that while he had no faith in the Commission, that it was „a bosses 

court‟, and „a tool of the establishment‟, nonetheless it was necessary to ensure that a 

decision was given down before deciding what to do next, rather than trying to second 

guess what that decision might be.  While there were bitter comments from another 

speaker that going back to work the previous week had been a poor decision, given the 

partial lifting of electricity restrictions that had resulted, the motion to reconvene at 

Morwell the following morning was carried unanimously. 

At the same time, the SECV was considering its options in the event that the 

meeting on the 18 October decided not to return to work, or did return with bans in 

place. In the former case, the SECV‟s preferred course of action was still to send 

dismissal letters and advertise vacancies, and to hope for a good response. This option 

was seen as the best way to keep the FEDFA and the MOA at work, although the 

response from these unions could not be predicted. If the men returned to work with 

bans on overtime and temporary shift work, the SECV would tolerate this situation until 
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plant was restored and electricity restrictions lifted, then consider what action would be 

taken.
249

 

The Anomalies Bench, in a decision which was described by the SECV as 

showing „integrity and courage‟ given the enormous pressure on it to give a monetary 

increase,
250

 concluded that the matters of the „special payment‟ column in the Metal 

Trades Award and SIPS should be taken up by the unions with the VTHC; that the 

restoration of relativities in some classifications and across some awards would create 

new wage relativity issues in other areas; and that the Commission had not been given 

sufficient information to be able to decide on the precise nature and extent of the 

anomalies issue placed before it.
251

 While the Bench did not appear unsympathetic to the 

claims of the men, it noted that the problems and issues predated wage indexation, and 

were due to the correct application of a multiplicity of awards and determinations, and 

the application of SIPS. All of these were matters which constrained any attempt by the 

ACAC to reconstruct the wages structure of the SECV. It was also later suggested that 

Bob Hawke‟s comments on the amount of money that might be forthcoming had reached 

the ACAC and made the members of the Anomalies Bench unhappy.
252

 So the men 

received nothing, a decision described by Bob Hawke as „totally wrong and absurd‟
253

 

and „the worst decision ever made by the Commission.‟
254

  

Later that morning, the mass meeting at Morwell Oval
255

 was greeted with the 

report from John Halfpenny („I get all the rotten jobs‟) of the Anomalies Bench decision, 

that „we are unable to find any grounds which would justify granting the unions‟ claim 
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for a wage increase‟. The announcement of the decision led to furious interjections about 

why there had been a return to work the previous week. Sam Armstrong noted that if the 

men chose to follow the recommendation of the stewards for an indefinite stoppage, then 

it would be a „long hard battle‟. Stewards would be asked to travel around Australia 

seeking support at the workshop level, and no-one who wasn‟t prepared to support the 

motion should put their hand up. It was essential that there be unity and a commitment 

on everyone‟s part. The senior stewards appeared united on the recommendation to 

strike. When George Wragg spoke for the motion, he called this moment the „point of 

success‟, but that if there was no fight, then „defeat is here and now‟. He noted that the 

response of the ACAC was an insult, and not „honourable treatment‟. Any decision to 

stay out would inflict great hardship, but he believed that they should fight on, and 

„force the issue to an acceptable and honourable result‟. The decision rested with the 

group and each individual to continue the real fight, rather than the play acting of the 

Court. This will be „the fight of your lives‟.  

There were speakers both for and against the motion. Speakers in favour talked 

about the ACAC being afraid of the state and federal governments. Speakers against 

noted that the strike could go on forever, people were at rock bottom now, and if the 

strike continued, they would still end up with nothing. In the end, the motion 

condemning the Arbitration Commission and agreeing to an indefinite strike was agreed 

to „almost unanimously‟ by a vote of 2,000 votes to 20.
256

  

The response of the Premier to this „dangerous industrial crisis‟
257

 was 

immediate. Premier Hamer instructed the SECV to send letters to all strikers that they 

should return to work by Friday 21 October or forfeit their jobs; he also proposed to 

resume the deregistration proceedings against four unions, and to ask the ACAC to 
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invoke bans clauses.
258

 These latter two proceedings had been temporarily suspended 

while negotiations had been proceeding the previous week.  

After this vote, the SECV issued notices of dismissal to the workers, the 

„termination letter‟, effective from October 21 (later extended to 25 October), in a move 

which drew the unions closer together.
259

 The next morning, 19 October, newspaper 

advertisements appeared seeking maintenance workers for power installations.
260

 

Transport to the LV and assistance in arranging accommodation were offered, with the 

SECV said to have reserved accommodation throughout the LV in anticipation of the 

response to the advertisement.
261

 While this action had been threatened, following 

through with it appeared to be a continuation of the hard-line decision making of the 

SECV Melbourne administration, and was likely to inflame the situation further. It 

certainly could not be interpreted as a willingness to compromise or negotiate on the 

SECV‟s part. The LV management, including Bill De Campo, the AGM (O), advised the 

Minister for Minerals and Energy that suitable external maintenance personnel were 

likely to be obtained.
262

 LV management also pointed out that the personnel situation 

would be quite different if the MOA and the FEDFA took umbrage and joined the 

dispute. In that case, over 3,000 personnel would be required to safely operate the plant 

and there was no likelihood of being able to obtain such numbers. In that situation the 

possibility of a state-wide walkout of all SECV maintenance personnel also existed and 

had to be considered.
263

 While the SECV preference was to have some of the 

maintenance workers return to work, it was prepared to have maintenance contractors 
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come in (under the ESA) and had already made arrangements with firms such as 

International Combustion Australia Ltd, Simon Carves and Siemens to provide crews 

under this scenario.
264

  

Advertising to replace the strikers was an emotive issue and one that was used to 

put more pressure on the strikers. However the chances of both recruiting sufficient new 

labour and retaining the non-striking workforce were slim and thus the advertising 

strategy was probably counter-productive.
265

 The SECV later conceded that such 

advertising had been an error of judgment and that had it not been done the dispute 

„would have progressed more favourably‟.
266

  

The sending of the termination letter provoked immediate reactions and united 

the striking maintenance unions and non-striking operations unions.
267

 The maintenance 

stewards advised the strikers to ignore the dismissal letter and not to return to work 

before a mass meeting was called.
268

 The MOA/ AIMPE in the LV SECV, and the 

FEDFA (staff sub-branch and Morwell and Yallourn sub-branches) threatened to 

blacken plant and withdraw labour if any of the striking maintenance workers were 

dismissed.
269

 Similar advice was received from the MOA and FEDFA Victorian 

Branches.
270

 This late support for the strikers was creating the potential for escalation of 

the dispute into the critical area of power generation, likely to turn the lights off across 

Victoria. The actions of the SECV and the state government had provoked the operations 
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unions into supporting the strikers. The LV unions were finally showing a united 

front.
271

 This was morale-boosting for the strikers and the CGTLC, but potentially 

disastrous for the SECV and the people of Victoria.  

This action by the SECV did serve however to move the spotlight away from the 

Victorian government, which still had no clear plan for how it would go about 

maintaining electricity supplies in the event of industrial action by the operations 

unions.
272

 The alienation of the latter could have placed the remaining plant in jeopardy, 

and it brought home to the SECV that the MOA, while it represented only staff 

employees and was not affiliated with the ACTU, was not prepared to be seen as a strike 

breaker by other unions.
273

 

The SECV was meeting electricity demand with difficulty,
274

 although the 

metropolitan plants were being run to their maximum extent. The amount of power 

which Victoria had been able to use from the SMHES because of favourable plant 

conditions in NSW was about 90 per cent of a full years‟ average entitlement and twice 

the budget estimate.
275

 The SECV was commencing discussions with officials of the 

APEA to have its members undertake essential work in „emergency situations‟.
276

 By 21 

October, the MOA had agreed to a figure of 800 MW for minimum power generation, 

but only if there were no dismissals.
277

  This enabled the SECV to continue with their 

current level of power restrictions. Ironically, the agreement of a minimum generation 
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level worked to reduce the (previously significant) amount of maintenance work 

undertaken by apprentices.
278

 

A special meeting of the VTHC executive on 18 October was updated on the 

decision of the men to strike indefinitely, and there was concern that no new ways to end 

the dispute had been found. The actions that might follow from the federal or state 

governments were likely to impact on the whole of the trade union movement. There 

was a feeling that the maintenance men were so angry that directives of neither the 

ACTU nor the VTHC would influence them. Some members hoped that the meeting 

called by the ACTU for the next day, 19 October, would find a resolution. It was agreed 

that the VTHC would support any moves to settle the dispute, but if that failed then an 

ACTU Interstate Disputes Committee should be convened. 
279

 

The Council of the VTHC had not met since early September, partly due to 

electricity restrictions, and partly because the meeting scheduled for 13 October had 

been adjourned due to the controversy which the VTHC Executive felt would be 

generated by the dispute.
280

 This had allowed support for the dispute to build in 

Victorian trade unions. The regular meeting of the VTHC Council was held on Thursday 

20 October, with the public gallery closed and 124 delegates in attendance. Secretary 

Stone gave the Council a lengthy report on the dispute and its history since March of that 

year, including the attempts to garner support for the dispute across the state through 

imposition of overtime bans. The Left showed solid support for the strikers, and Ken 

Stone was on the minority side. It was suggested that the VTHC should either support 
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the strikers or wash their hands of them. In the end, a resolution was passed agreeing to 

the claims of the strikers, but moves to give financial aid were defeated.
281

  

 Bob Hawke acted quickly to retain his credibility with the strikers once the 

Anomalies Conference decision was handed down. At the same time he was attempting 

to negotiate a solution acceptable to all the parties. To this end, on the 19 October, a 

meeting of unions with members in the SECV was convened by the ACTU, and 

included the shop stewards involved in the strike, representatives from the ACTU and 

VTHC, and officials of affiliated federal unions and Victorian state branches of federal 

unions.
282

 After six hours of discussion, it was agreed that Bob Hawke should approach 

Sir John Moore to appoint a Commissioner to conduct a work value study of work done 

by SECV maintenance workers. During this enquiry, the unions would seek a separate 

SECV maintenance award, as well as an interim wage decision.
283

 Bob Hawke had to 

use all his skills to convince the LV shop stewards that this, together with a resumption 

of work, was the way to go.
284

  

The men were reluctant to return to work but were short of money, concerned 

about the public response to the power restrictions, the extensive stand downs of workers 

and the determination of the state and federal governments to make the strike a political 

issue.
285

 Some of those present said the meeting showed Hawke „at his best‟.
286

 He had 

the men „in the palm of his hand‟.
287

 There was an expectation that an early decision 

would be available, certainly before the end of the year, and this may have been a factor 
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which influenced the stewards.
288

 The proposal was supported by both the SECV and the 

Victorian Government.
289

 The Premier had also indicated that if there was a return to 

work, he would withdraw the dismissal letters, as well as the deregistration proceedings 

against the unions.
290

 While Prime Minister Fraser was happy to exploit the strike as an 

election issue, he was also „wary of going to the brink.‟
291

 The deferred provisions of the 

IRB legislation were being expedited by the federal government but without declaring it 

urgent, in case that would hinder options for a settlement of the dispute, and be seen as 

provocative.
292

 The new Act was given assent on 21 October, and gave the IRB greater 

powers to invoke penalties against unions engaging in strikes or bans, and to intervene in 

and investigate union affairs. It also extended the protection given to individuals 

regarding union membership and participation in industrial action.
293

  

The work value case was allocated by Sir John Moore to Commissioner Mansini, 

a decision that came as an unwelcome surprise to Commissioner Vosti who held the 

Metal Trades in the Electricity Industry portfolio within the ACAC.
294

 He had been 

involved with the dispute from its initial appearance in the ACAC in August, as well as 

being on the reference Full Bench in October. He was on holiday at the time, but still felt 

this was „poaching on his turf‟.
295

 Was Commissioner Vosti seen as too sympathetic to 

the unions? The infamous 1974 $4+$7 decision
296

 had been described by the Full Bench 
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on appeal as „generous‟.
297

 Commissioner Vosti was said to have „had his wrist 

slapped‟
298

 by Sir John Moore, the President of the ACAC, as a result. Yet while his 

impatience with both sides in the earlier stages of the dispute was apparent, there could 

be no doubt that he sought to end the impasse if at all possible. It may have been simply 

that Commissioner Mansini was available to start straight away. He was also seen as 

independent, open and honest,
299

 thus giving his decision an impartiality and fresh 

perspective which would perhaps be less likely to be appealed. 

On Thursday 20 October, Commissioner Mansini commenced hearing the review 

of work and pay at the SECV.
300

 He noted that the proceedings had been called by Sir 

John Moore at the request of Bob Hawke. That request was made following a statement 

by the Full Bench in the anomalies hearing that any relativity problems within the SECV 

„require a comprehensive and systematic review of work and pay‟. Bob Hawke appeared 

for the ACTU, and first apologised for any misinterpretation of his remarks after the 

handing down of the Full Bench anomalies decision as being directed personally to 

members of the Bench rather than to the scope of the decision. Hawke went on to note 

that in addition to wage increases, the unions were seeking a separate maintenance 

award for metal and building trades workers in the SECV; for the acceptance of the 

concept of an interim decision; and for the SECV not to proceed with deregistration 

proceedings and the attempts to recruit outside labour.  

The SECV opposed the proposals for a separate award and an interim decision, 

but did agree to extend the effective date of the „termination letter‟ if a decision to return 

to work was made. In like manner, the state government agreed not to continue with 
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deregistration and proceedings under Section 33 of the Conciliation and Arbitration Act 

1904 (Cth) to invoke bans clauses, if there was a quick return to work. The 

Commonwealth government was adamant that there should be no hearing until the 

workers had either returned to work, or had agreed to return to work; that it opposed a 

general relativities review; and that any application for a new maintenance award should 

be heard by a Full Bench because of its implications for the general wage-fixing process 

as well as other areas of the SECV.
301

 The SECV, supported by the state and 

Commonwealth governments, applied for referral to a Full Bench, which was refused by 

Sir John Moore on the 21 October. A date to continue the work value case was 

scheduled for Tuesday 25 October, assuming that a decision had been made by then to 

resume work. 

Discussions between Bob Hawke and the shop stewards resulted in a proposal to 

return to work to allow the work value hearing, and that recommendation was put to the 

strikers on Monday 25 October. This recommendation from the stewards was heard in a 

hostile atmosphere, and it was only the influence of Sam Armstrong (described variously 

as using „the skill of a master tactician‟
302

 or „a man with common sense and guts‟
303

) 

that changed this attitude. By this time the shop stewards were divided over whether 

they should stay out or return to work. This became public at the meeting when shop 

stewards from the ABCE&BLF, the Operative Painters‟ and Decorators‟ Union of 

Australia (OPDU) and ETU opposed the motion to return to work.
304

 While there was 

much debate about the merits of a return to work with nothing in hand and no promises 

made, it was viewed as the only solution by many of the shop stewards, now worn down 

                                                 
301

 NAA: A13075, 4158. 
302

 PROV, VPRS 9822/P1/Unit 2, Review of the maintenance workers dispute November 1977, p. 2-6. 
303

 Sunday Observer, 16 October 1977, p. 6. 
304

 Interviews with John E. p. 18; Ron p. 7; Lloyd Davies, „Stepping across the brink‟, 1992, p. 30. 



220 

 

and demoralised.
305

 The resolution recommending the return to work was couched in 

bitter terms, condemning the Hamer government and the Liberal Party, and reflected the 

awareness that there was no other option for the strikers. The only suggestion that the 

strikers could obtain something in the short term from the work value enquiry was a call 

for an interim decision. Those strikers who opposed the recommendation to end the 

strike felt that a promise of consideration of their claim in the ACAC was not good 

enough,
306

 and that avoiding a confrontation with the government should not have been a 

reason to return to work.
307

 Those in favour of a return believed that Bob Hawke had 

given a good reason for a return to work.
308

 It was still hard to return to work with their 

„tail between their legs‟
309

 and their pride and self respect gone.
310

 The resolution that 

was passed expressed gratitude to all the supporters of the dispute, and asked for 

continuing donations to assist in the alleviation of the personal and social problems 

being experienced.
311

 The mass meeting voted to return from afternoon shift that day, 25 

October 1977, without bans, limitations or restrictions. Only about forty dissented.
312

 

The men had been out on strike since 9 August apart from some brief returns to work. 

The strike was over. The personal effect on many of the strikers had been severe. 

There was significant financial hardship, family tension, increased domestic violence 

and marital breakdowns.
313

 Some of the strikers had been reluctant to accept the 

assistance available, while others had gone in search of employment.
314

 The return to 

work, and the loss, „came as a shock‟.
315

 Not only the rank and file and their stewards, 
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but the operations unions had also expected a win, especially once power restrictions 

were imposed.
316

  

Awareness that the suffering of families and businesses was going to continue for 

some time prompted a group of women in Morwell to form a „women‟s committee‟ to 

help families through until Christmas. The committee organised the distribution of food, 

continuing lunches for primary school children and advice on medical and legal 

matters.
317

 Donations of money and food to the CGTLC Distress Fund continued to be 

received after the end of the strike, and more than $62,000 was distributed in the form of 

food vouchers. During the course of the strike, over $221,000 was received in cash 

donations, together with donations of foodstuffs, toys, soft drinks, and the requirements 

for a workers picnic at the end of the strike. Local aid agencies such as St Vincent De 

Paul and the Salvation Army commented that they had been asked for little assistance 

locally, in contrast to the situation in Melbourne.
318

 However this changed after the end 

of the strike with an increase in requests for assistance.
319

  

There had been every expectation by the SECV that the men would not return to 

work, and various courses of action had been considered. These options included not 

opposing a separate award, withdrawing the dismissal letters until Monday 31 October 

(the date of the deregistration hearing), or activating proceedings to invoke bans clauses 

under Section 33 of the Conciliation and Arbitration Act 1904 (Cth). The second option, 

deferring implementation of the dismissal letters, was preferred since it was deemed 

likely to prevent an MOA/FEDFA walkout, and would give the ACTU and federal 

unions more time to handle the strikers. It was also suggested that if the MOA/FEDFA 

operating personnel were adamant that a walk out would occur, then right wing unions 
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such as the FIA and ASE (who had no love for the left controlled CGTLC) could be 

approached directly to initiate a return to work by their members.
320

 

Now that the men had returned to work, proceedings resumed before 

Commissioner Mansini on the 25 October. The unions‟ solicitor, Mr Munro, started by 

going into „considerable detail‟ about the nature of the SECV as a special and unique 

industry, to support the application for a separate award for maintenance employees,
321

 

and the expectation of the review of benchmark classifications to support a claim for an 

increase in wage rates. The request for an interim decision was not opposed by the 

Commissioner, who would consider it about four weeks into the hearing (initially 

expected to last for about 8 weeks). Unions would also be entitled to argue for a new and 

separate award within the SECV as part of their presentations before him.
322

  

As well as lengthy evidence and submissions, an extensive program of 

inspections occurred at a number of locations throughout Victoria. Inspections of plant 

in the metropolitan area were held on Thursday 27 and Friday 28 October, with 

inspections scheduled for the LV area from Monday 7 November, and in other country 

centres from Monday 14 November. Both John Halfpenny and Sam Armstrong were 

involved in all inspections, so that maximum advantage could be taken of the important 

LV inspection period.
323

  

On the 26 October, electricity restrictions were removed completely from 8pm, 

after 29 days. Restrictions on the availability of briquettes were also lifted, although the 

SECV stated that it would take weeks to restore plant to normal operating condition.
324

 

Many LV workers had been stood down, with later estimates including most of the LM 
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Ericsson workforce (400 people), Diamond cut lingerie (200), Exacto Knitwear (70), and 

Yarragon Textile Mill (240).
325

 These businesses comprised a large part of the local 

manufacturing workforce for women, and so would have included wives, sisters and 

daughters of the strikers. 

A hearing before the Full Bench proceeded on Monday 31 October in the matter 

of the Victorian government‟s application to deregister four of the unions involved in the 

dispute, namely the AMWSU, the ETU, the FIA and the ASE. When the government 

suggested that the matter should be adjourned, which would in effect allow it to bring 

the matter back to the Court in the event of future industrial action, the Full Bench ruled 

that since the matter of the dispute was before the ACAC, the deregistration application 

had to either be heard or withdrawn. After discussion, Counsel for the State of Victoria 

withdrew the application.
326

 The deregistration proceedings were originally seen by the 

state government as a means of involving and maintaining pressure on federal officials 

of the unions involved, but Justice Smithers of the Federal Court of Australia pointed out 

during the proceedings that it was „undesirable‟ to use deregistration proceedings „as a 

lever in particular industrial disputes‟.
327

  

The day after the dispute ended, Prime Minister Fraser called a federal election 

for 10 December. This was a full 12 months ahead of schedule. There had been a 

relatively low quarterly increase in the CPI, suggesting some success for the Fraser 

government‟s economic policies.
328

 To observers, calling an election indicated that the 

economy and unemployment were not likely to improve in the coming 12 months, and 
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that the government would use the recently concluded maintenance workers‟ dispute to 

demonstrate that it could discipline unions.
329

 

 Settlement and aftermath: November 1977 – December 1979 

While the strike may have been over, there was still a lengthy work value 

enquiry to be proceeded with. It would determine whether there were any increases in 

the value of the work since it was last examined in 1974 by Commissioner Vosti.  

The work value enquiry was to take far longer than the unions expected, and it is 

possible that the return to work may not have been recommended by the shop stewards 

had they been aware of this. The union officials and the SECV, and probably even Bob 

Hawke, may have had some idea of the lengthy proceedings to follow, but this was 

certainly not communicated to the men. Such a lengthy delay in obtaining a decision 

would make it that much harder to take up the dispute again. The decision by 

Commissioner Mansini would not be handed down until March 1978. The series of 

hearings in the ACAC concerning the building trades unions, which followed as a result 

of his decision, would not be resolved until December 1979. In addition, over the next 

few months, the issue of contract labour would surface again. The result would be the 

placing of bans by the maintenance unions and another series of appearances in the 

ACAC. Despite the fact that the issue of contract labour had triggered the maintenance 

strike, the SECV still seemed reluctant to hold discussions on this matter with the 

CGTLC. 

NOVEMBER 1977 

On the 3 November, Ron Luckman of the ETU advised that the SECV‟s offers 

relating to the substitution of Easter Tuesday for Easter Saturday, double time for 
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overtime for non-continuous shift workers, and the increase in meal allowance to $2.50 

for all meals had been accepted by the unions.
330

  

The following day, 4 November, the largest fire in its history began in the 

Morwell Open Cut.
331

 This fire, which burnt for three days, was credited as the means by 

which industrial relations within the SECV returned to a more harmonious level. Two 

thirds of the exposed coal surface was on fire. Fire fighting involved some 1400 SECV 

personnel, as well as 350 others, including a contingent of 140 personnel from the 

nearby Sale Royal Australian Air Force base. The Country Fire Authority, the APM fire 

brigade, the State Emergency Service and local police were also involved. The SECV 

later acknowledged that it was only the combined efforts of its own workers and the 

community that averted „a major catastrophe‟.
332

 Following the successful extinguishing 

of the fire, the SEC thanked its workers and the community by providing a BBQ on the 

Saturday and the Sunday, which over 3,500 men, women and children attended. The 

recognition by the SECV afterwards of the part played by its employees may have 

helped in settling relationships between workers at all levels.
333

 The open cut bushfire 

had provided a timely opportunity for both the men and the SECV to work in a 

cooperative fashion to meet a common enemy. The community, which had supported the 

strikers, rallied again to support the SECV when it was threatened. 

The program of inspections by Commissioner Mansini continued in Melbourne 

over the 3 and 4 November and then visited LV sites. These included Yallourn sites, 

including Yallourn PS and Central Workshops, Electrical Workshops, Coal Production 

Maintenance, Painters Shop, Carpenters Shop and Yallourn E PS, between 7 and 11 
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November. The following week, between 16 and 17 November, inspections continued in 

the LV at Hazelwood PS, Morwell Briquette Factory and PS, Transport Workshops and 

Civil Works (both at Yallourn), before returning to various Melbourne sites including 

other state government instrumentalities between 23 and 30 November.
334

 The 

inspections included areas involving the building trades, in order to demonstrate to the 

Commissioner the integral nature of these trades in the work of the SECV.
335

 

DECEMBER 

One important federal event for the trade union movement was the holding of the 

election on 10 December. The result was similar to that of 1975, with the Liberals 

retaining a comfortable majority in the lower house as well as control of the Senate. This 

gave the Fraser government a renewed mandate to continue its crusade against the 

unions and overt industrial disputation. 

Inspections by Commissioner Mansini, unions and SECV continued in early 

December at Melbourne sites, until the program of inspections was completed on 9 

December. SECV counsel had been instructed to oppose any wage increase, any 

argument that the SECV was a special industry and the making of a separate 

maintenance award. The Manager Area Administration suggested however that should 

Commissioner Mansini decide on changes to award wage rates, conditions or work 

practices in the maintenance areas, then the SECV should take the opportunity as part of 

the proceedings to argue for changes to award classifications, award provisions and 

work practices, to ensure a result satisfactory to the SECV. These changes could include 

any or all of dispute settling procedures, demarcation clauses, or contract labour clauses 

which might enable the bypassing of the CGTLC in this process; new and/or updated 

classifications which were more applicable to the electricity generating industry; and 
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changed work practices to provide the SECV with greater flexibility in terms of 

manning.
336

 The SECV was dissuaded by Counsel however from raising these issues, 

since any suggestion that a wage rate increase might be acceptable could be viewed as a 

sign of compromise, and might result in a higher increase by the Commissioner than 

would otherwise be the case. Also, it was not seen as appropriate to create an 

environment where restrictive practices could be traded off. Counsel pointed out that the 

SECV, together with other parties, had submitted a paper which was „strongly critical‟ 

of the concept of „productivity bargaining‟ to the current wage fixing enquiry before the 

President of the ACAC.
337

 

The 19 and 20 December were made available for the presenting of evidence to 

the ACAC, with a decision expected early in 1978.
338

 On 20 December, the SECV, 

supported by the state government, renewed its application for reference to a Full Bench.  

By the end of 1977, the lack of maintenance had made itself felt. It was estimated 

that plant maintenance of about 200 man years had been lost, with a corresponding 

effect on plant reliability.
339

 As a result, on 6 December, the SECV approached the 

VTHC about what it described as an „excessive backlog of maintenance work‟, and its 

wish to bring in contract labour. The VTHC, while requesting discussions on the list of 

non-award claims submitted during the dispute,
340

 was mindful of the agreement 

between the SECV and the CGTLC over the use of contract labour on maintenance 

work, and referred that matter to the CGTLC and the unions.
341
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The SECV and the CGTLC subsequently met on 22 December to discuss 

contracts for maintenance work. The SECV revealed at that meeting that it had already 

let contracts or advertised tenders. This was despite undertakings given by the SECV to 

Commissioner Vosti early in 1977 that in future the CGTLC would be involved in 

discussions about the allocation of work to day labour and contract employees.
342

 In 

addition, contracts had been let despite the fact that the barely concluded maintenance 

strike had been triggered in large part over a lack of process with the CGTLC over this 

issue. As a result, the CGTLC delegates walked out of the meeting and placed a black 

ban on the relevant work. 
343

 

JANUARY 1978 

The SECV‟s application for a reference under Section 34 was refused by the 

President of the ACAC on 10 January, so the work value case remained with 

Commissioner Mansini.  He had formally joined the various logs of claims served on the 

SECV by the state or federal branches of the unions which had been involved in the 

strike, to C no. 3601 of 1977. The work value case recommenced on January 10, after 

the Christmas adjournment, with further evidence taken from the SECV witnesses. This 

was followed by the continuation of ACTU submissions on behalf of the unions until 19 

January. On 20 January a submission was made on behalf of the Electricity Trust of 

South Australia (ETSA) which opposed both an increase in wage rates and an industry 

award.
344

 

In their submissions, the unions reminded Commissioner Mansini that the claim 

involved the establishment of a new award covering metal trades, vehicle builders, 
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carpenters, painters and timber workers employed by the SECV, together with increased 

wage rates to ensure and retain internal coherence and relativities.
345

 

FEBRUARY 1978 

The work value hearings resumed on Tuesday 31 January with submissions 

commencing on behalf of the SECV. It was confident that it had been able to 

demonstrate little, if any, increase in work value since relevant presentations before the 

ACAC in the early 1970s.
346

 The SECV case continued until 14 February, with Dr 

Jessup considered by the SECV IRO attending the hearings to have presented an 

„extremely polished case‟ which „refuted all the union submissions‟.
347

  After brief 

submissions on behalf of the Hydro-electric Commission of Tasmania (HECT) and the 

Victorian government, and the ACTU responses on 15 and 16 February, Commissioner 

Mansini finally adjourned the proceedings.
348

 

The work value case had spread over 17 weeks, occupying 42 separate sitting 

days of hearings and inspections. On behalf of the unions, 107 exhibits were tendered in 

evidence and 20 witnesses were called, and a further 12 union members provided 

statements which were tendered as exhibits. The SECV presented 176 exhibits and 

called witnesses employed by the SECV or state instrumentalities. Brief submissions 

were made by the ETSA and the HECT, and the transcript ran to 1543 pages.
349

 

The state government had earlier in the year determined that any increase in SIPS 

would not be contrary to the principles of wage indexation.
350

 This resulted in an offer to 

the VTHC, via the Chairman of the Ministerial Industrial Relations Committee, of 
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increases to SIPS payments of between $1.80 and $4.10 per week. These were accepted 

by the unions in February after the exclusion of a clause inserted by the government 

which was in effect a „no-strike‟ clause.
351

  

MARCH 1978 

In early March, the ACAC was notified of a dispute resulting from the 

imposition of bans on contractors by the CGTLC. Discussion on the maintenance bans 

and contracts were held before Commissioner Brown of the ACAC (C no 311 of 1978) 

on 7 and 8 March. After negotiations on the jobs that would be done by day labour, the 

CGTLC placed the relevant information to meetings in the LV. As a result, the bans 

were lifted on 10 March, and discussions around the jobs for allocation to contract/day 

labour resumed later that month.
352

 

The significant event of the month however, which occurred on 21 March, was 

the handing down by Commissioner Mansini of his decision in the work value case. He 

advised that it was not appropriate for him to consider classifications not covered by 

Division IV of Part III of the Appendix to Part I of the Metal Trades Award 1952 (SECV 

Appendix), since this was the area which came before him in the 1974 SECV appeal,
353

 

and which was the subject of the detailed inspections carried out during 1977.  On the 

unions‟ application for a separate award for SECV metal, vehicle and building trade 

employees, Commissioner Mansini found that there was no case and dismissed the 

application. Commissioner Mansini also noted that the matter before him was not a 

determination of wage relativities between workers in the SECV and those employed by 

other enterprises, nor was it an avenue for examining work value within the SECV 
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compared with other instrumentalities. Commissioner Mansini also noted that the basis 

of the work value study remained within the SECV roles, even though inspections of 

work done within other Victorian state government instrumentalities were carried out at 

the request of the SECV to support their argument that work of equal value was being 

performed in these work places.
 354

 

In his judgment, Commissioner Mansini found that factors relevant to changes in 

work value had been demonstrated in the submissions and inspections: evidence of 

additional job pressures, application of new techniques and a wide range of skills, more 

participation in job planning, and higher incidence of application of the more skilled 

tasks of a position. He further noted that the capacity for carrying out a wide range of 

duties was more evident, particularly for experienced employees, than was the case in 

the earlier work value cases of 1972 and 1974.
355

  

He determined that the additional skills and responsibilities were not expected of 

employees without SECV experience and that therefore commencing rates should not be 

increased. Both skilled and semi-skilled employees should have wage rates adjusted 

after 2 years and 3 years experience. He awarded wage increases of between $1.60 and 

$5.50 per week to specific classifications of workers with two or more years of 

experience (said to be at least 60% of the strikers),
356

 which would be effective from the 

date of the return to work, Tuesday 25 October 1977. This was far from the demands of 

the original log proposing an increase in wages for all maintenance workers whether 

skilled or unskilled. It confirmed the earlier fears of the Womens‟ Assistance Committee 

that only some groups within the maintenance area would receive any benefit from the 
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decision of the ACAC.
357

 As well as unskilled employees working under the Metal 

Trades Award, the members of the other maintenance unions on strike, that is the 

BWIU, ASC&J, ABCE&BLF, VBEFA, ATWU and OPDU, received nothing from the 

Mansini decision. The decision was viewed by the maintenance men as a betrayal by 

John Hawke and John Halfpenny.
358

 

A stop work meeting was called for 21 March to consider the Mansini decision. 

There was considerable anger, and a return of the feeling that if there had not been a 

return to work there would have been a different decision, one closer to the original 

demand for „$40 in hand‟. Despite the urging of the ETU State Secretary, Charlie Faure, 

to oppose the decision,
359

 there was no action taken in terms of bans or walking off the 

job. This decision not to take industrial action was carried by an overwhelming majority 

of those present (being 374 for, 3 against).
360

  

The lack of industrial action was in contrast to the extended period of dispute 

over the log during 1977. However, the rank and file were still united and they 

determined the course of action around the disappointing outcome from the work value 

case. This reaction may have been due to the length of time which had elapsed while the 

ACAC considered submissions and undertook inspections; the recognition on the part of 

the men and their shop stewards that they were still suffering financially because of the 

extended strike period of the previous year; or the realisation that this was the end of the 

line, that there would be nothing else offered if they went out again. In the event, the 

decision appeared to usher in a period of relative quiet on the dispute front within the 

SECV.
361
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APRIL 1978 – DECEMBER 1979 

The CGTLC met on 3 April 1978 to consider how to support those unions that 

received no benefit from the Mansini decision, and how to continue the quest for both a 

substantial wage increase and an industry award.
362

 They recommended imposing bans 

on overtime after 7 days if the building workers employed by the SECV were not 

granted the same rises awarded to the metal trades workers.
363

 A meeting between the 

BWIU and the SECV was unsuccessful in having any flow on or increase awarded to 

members.
364

 A mass meeting held on 6 April resolved to follow up the claims for both a 

pay increase and an industry award, and noted that even the inadequate Mansini decision 

gave nothing to the building and vehicle trade workers involved in the dispute. It 

declined however to impose any bans, as recommended by the stewards.
365

 

Because the decision on the work value case by Commissioner Mansini applied 

only to those unions working under the SECV Appendix to the Metal Trades Award, this 

meant that maintenance workers in those other unions which had been involved in the 

dispute (ASC&J, ABCE&BLF, BWIU, VBEFA, ATWU and OPDU) received nothing. 

The building trades were advised to seek an award for the SECV. As a result, 

representatives from the latter four unions met with the SECV on 30 March. They re-

visited the suggestion of Commissioner Vosti in May 1977 in his decision relating to an 

earlier dispute involving the ASC&J that an interim Carpenters and Painters (SECV) 

Award be established.
366

 This award had been in the process of being drawn up when it 

was overtaken by the maintenance dispute. The unions, when discussion on this interim 
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award recommenced in 1978, made it clear that they expected a wage increase without 

having to go through a work value exercise.  

In May 1978, Commissioner Vosti proceeded with the interim SECV building 

trades award proceedings. Exhibits were tendered by both the unions and the SECV, and 

a series of comprehensive inspections, complementary to those undertaken during 1977 

and 1978 by Commissioner Mansini related to the maintenance dispute was undertaken. 

Inspections between 4 and 6 July covered a range of carpentering and painting work 

both in progress and completed in the LV and metropolitan areas and representative of 

all SECV requirements. This eventually resulted in a decision by Commissioner Vosti in 

September 1978 which gave the ASC&J, BWIU and OPDU an industry award (The 

State Electricity Commission of Victoria Building Trades Award, 1978), as well as wage 

increases ranging from $3.30 to $9.15 backdated to April of that year.
367

 The decision 

was an improvement over the Mansini decision in the case of the metal trades workers, 

since it gave the carpenters and painters increases on commencement with the SECV, 

rather than on a service basis. The practical result was that the building trades 

commencement rate moved ahead of the metal trades commencement rate. 
368

 

This result was appealed by the Victorian government
369

 and the SECV, on the 

basis that it was outside the principles of wage determination, and that changes in work 

value had not been adequately established. The SECV considered that the result would 

lead to significant flow-on expectations by a number of other SECV unions, including 

the ABCE&BLF, FEDFA, metal trades and MOA. While the practical issues likely to 

result in the LV in the event of an appeal were acknowledged, it was decided to proceed. 
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This was despite the recommendation from the SECV LV management, which saw any 

appeal as likely to worsen LV industrial relations generally, and lead to industrial action 

and perhaps loss of tradesmen who would be difficult to replace.
370

 This was another 

decision where the recommendations and expectations of the locals in the LV were 

overruled, with little apparent regard for the knowledge and experience of those who had 

to work with the affected employees. The LV maintenance employees saw the appeal as 

an attempt by the State government to provoke industrial action which would repeat the 

1977 strike.
371

 

The first practical effect of the appeal in the LV of the appeal was the imposition 

on 7 December by the SECV carpenters and painters of bans on overtime, temporary 

shift positions and building trades contract work, and a call for the CGTLC to seek wider 

support via a Disputes Committee meeting.
372

 In January 1979 the bans were extended 

by a decision of the maintenance unions to ban temporary staff promotions to support 

those unions which had supported them the previous year.
373

 The appeal was dismissed 

by a Full Bench in May 1979, giving effect to the new award and the pay increases 

associated with it.
374

 The retrospectivity of the wage increases granted by the original 

decision, which awarded increases of just over $9
375

 per week in the lower paid 

classifications, to April 1978 was confirmed. The decision was hailed as a triumph for 
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union solidarity, and a just outcome to the maintenance dispute in which the building 

trades played a full role.
376

 

The final outcome to be achieved was for the ABCE&BLF, which had been 

adamant that it sought a separate award with the SECV.
377

 This occurred in December 

1979, when the State Electricity Commission of Victoria Building Construction 

Employees and Builders‟ Labourers‟ Award, 1979 was handed down by Mr Justice 

Alley.
378

 

This chapter has described the events of the dispute from its formal beginning 

with the serving of the log of claims by officers of the CGTLC on the LV SECV 

management in March 1977. The combined effects of the complex local and broader 

environment, including the relationships which had developed within the LV, resulted in 

what was expected to be a normal industrial dispute within the LV SECV escalating into 

a major confrontation. A perceived lack of action by the VTHC on the log of claims led 

to the local maintenance employees imposing bans in mid-June. These resulted in a 

backlog of maintenance work. In early August, the SECV brought the dispute to a head 

by rostering temporary shifts, and by imposing a „no work, no pay‟ situation. The latter 

arose because of a contract labour decision which had been made by the SECV without 

approval from, or discussion with, the CGTLC. This was the event which triggered a 

walk off of maintenance unions in support of their stood down colleagues. A mass 

meeting called for an indefinite stoppage, and the log of claims became the focal point of 

negotiations. The progress of the dispute was influenced significantly by the political, 

economic and industrial context at the time, at local, state and federal levels. Within 

each of these contexts, there had been indications since early that year that another high 
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profile dispute would not be tolerated. In the state context, this was demonstrated by the 

amending of the ESA to counter the effects of a major dispute early in 1977. In addition, 

the bans on the construction of the Newport PS, seen to complement the militancy of the 

LV power unions, had confirmed that the Hamer government was prepared to use 

legislation rather than negotiation to resolve industrial disputes. 

In the federal context, the Fraser government had been in office since 1975 on a 

platform which included a campaign against what it viewed as militant and irresponsible 

unionism. A series of high profile disputes across Australia during 1977 was seen as 

justifying its legislative program against the unions and their industrial activity. This 

continued as one way of supporting the Hamer government when the maintenance 

dispute resulted in severe electricity restrictions across Victoria. 

In the local context, during 1977 the maintenance unions and the CGTLC had 

continued their campaign against excessive use of contract labour and had placed bans in 

support of this. The SECV had demonstrated that it was willing to impose a „no work, no 

pay‟ situation and had done so on several occasions during 1977. It had taken a firm 

stance on claims from other unions such as the MOA. In addition, it had in previous 

years advised the CGTLC that it would not consider claims served through other than 

the correct channels.  

The relationships which had developed within the formal structures also affected 

the way the dispute unfolded. These may be seen through the three major themes of the 

dispute: the control by the rank and file, the high level of community support, and the 

Melbourne-LV divide. The VTHC had little sympathy for the LV shop stewards, who 

initiated local action as part of the local industrial identity. This occurred within a 

context of local management and local union branches and/or the CGTLC attempting to 

resolve issues locally. Larger disputes were handled from Melbourne, thus reinforcing 



238 

 

the Melbourne-LV divide which existed within the official union, peak council and 

SECV structures. This divide meant that there was a clear point in the dispute when the 

ACTU, the Melbourne union officials and the Melbourne SECV attempted to remove 

the control of the dispute from the LV. However, the shop stewards and the rank and file 

would not relinquish their control, and this continued to be a significant feature of the 

dispute. 

The timelines of the dispute have also brought out the other theme mentioned, 

that of community support. This was evident from the beginning, when wives and 

families attended the mass meetings. Support from local businesses and other members 

of the community was significant, although not unanimous. The financial and in-kind 

support raised from unions and other groups around Australia was beyond the 

expectations of the strikers, and enabled them to continue the strike for as long as they 

did. The very fact of this support made the decision to return to work with nothing in 

hand from the ACAC even more difficult. 

The dispute lasted from the 30 March 1977 when the log of claims was served, 

until the handing down of the new SECV Building Construction Employees and 

Builders‟ Labourers‟ Award on 4 December 1979. In the end, there was some positive 

outcome for most of the unions involved, although the process was a long drawn out 

one. The result however was far short of that hoped for by the maintenance unions 

initially: a large wages increase, improved conditions, and a new award covering all 

SECV maintenance employees. 

The next chapter will draw out some of the significant features of the dispute 

through a discussion of three specific themes which have emerged from the narrative. 

These themes are the rank and file control over the dispute, the extensive community 

support, and the Melbourne-LV divide. In addition, the effect of the dispute on 
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relationships between the rank and file and the SECV, and between the unions which 

were on strike and the operations unions which remained at work, will also be discussed.  
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Chapter Seven: Discussion 

The previous chapter described the timeline of events which occurred during the 

1977 maintenance workers‟ dispute. It began with the serving of a log of claims by the 

CGTLC on the SECV in the LV in March 1977. A perceived lack of inaction by the 

VTHC after several months led to the placing of bans which resulted in a backlog of 

maintenance work. As a result, the SECV set up a „no work no pay‟ situation which 

triggered a walkout by the maintenance unions and a decision at the subsequent mass 

meeting to strike indefinitely. The subsequent course of the dispute was affected by the 

relationships which existed between the state government and the SECV; between the 

strikers and their officials; and between the CGTLC and the VTHC. Three themes in 

particular were highlighted within the dispute: the control of the rank and file over the 

course of the dispute; the extent of local and wider community support; and the 

Melbourne-LV divide. This chapter will explore these three themes in more detail.  

The first theme to be discussed is the control over the dispute exerted by the rank 

and file. This was a feature from the initial discussions on the log of claims and was later 

exemplified by the attendance of the stewards at the ACAC hearings. Their 

unwillingness to relinquish control, and determination to achieve their desired outcomes, 

resulted in a standoff which presented a direct challenge to the Victorian government.  In 

the federal sphere, the insistence of the rank and file on an outcome in the ACAC which 

gave them „cash in hand‟ before a return to work was a threat to wage indexation and 

thus the economic policies of the federal government. 

The second theme is that of the extensive support of the strikers and their cause 

by both the local and the wider community. An extensive range of organisations raised 

funds and provided moral support. So popular was the cause that when the state 
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government intervened in the dispute, moves began towards an escalation of the dispute, 

not only within the SECV, but also across the state. 

The third theme from the dispute is around the Melbourne-LV divide. This 

divide within relationships developed during the history of the SECV, the CGTLC, and 

the local unions. The resulting interactions were intertwined with the development of the 

industrial identity of the maintenance workers and had been reinforced from the early 

years of both organisations by the preference for, and success of, local control of 

industrial action within the paternal environment of the SECV. Once the 1977 dispute 

went before the ACAC, it was accompanied by an overall move of control over the 

dispute to Melbourne. The decision making moved to the Melbourne SECV, the state 

union officials, and the ACTU (in the absence of activity by the VTHC). This move was 

not total, however, with the rank and file continuing to make important decisions during 

the dispute, as well as attending the ACAC hearings. 

After discussion of these three themes, the final section in this chapter will 

consider the personal impact of the dispute. The ending of the dispute affected the 

relationships between the rank and file and the SECV, and between the maintenance 

unions and the operations unions, which had remained at work.  

Control by the rank and file 

The most significant and unusual feature of the 1977 maintenance workers‟ 

dispute was the control over its progress by the maintenance men themselves. The 60 or 

so stewards met and discussed the issues, and their recommendations for action went to 

the mass meetings. It became apparent quite early in the dispute that it would be the men 

who decided whether they would follow the recommended course of action. There was 

full participation in the meetings and the decision making, with a true spirit of union 

democracy. This maintained solidarity and collective support between stewards and their 
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members. Attendance at the meetings was high and there was strong support for Sam 

Armstrong.
1
 John Halfpenny praised this example of rank and file participation, and was 

convinced that this contributed to the unity, strength and morale of the strikers.
2
 Sam 

Armstrong‟s popularity and charisma were part of his leadership style – he was able to 

lead through persuasion and example, not coercion. The four stewards who became the 

public face of the dispute (Sam Armstrong, George Wragg, Ted Turnbull and Ross 

Miles), were leaders with a strong commitment to the wider union movement.
3
 They had 

all held a number of significant honorary positions within the LV union movement, and 

at the time of the 1977 dispute had an average of 25 years experience within the trade 

union movement.  

The original intention was to negotiate the items in the log with the SECV, and 

then to take an agreed position to the ACAC. This would keep the dispute in local hands, 

avoiding as far as possible input from peak councils and union officials.
4
 It is with this 

determination of the rank and file to keep control of the dispute that the impact of the 

strong local industrial identity is seen. This made the rank and file reluctant to consider 

changing scale, that is, to consider how their relationships with the VTHC and the state 

branches of the unions could be taken advantage of to improve the chances of a 

successful outcome to their claims. The rank and file wished to retain the scale of action 

to the local, that is with the shop stewards and the CGTLC, on the basis of past success 

in a range of campaigns. However, the political, economic and industrial contexts within 

which their log was prepared and presented had undergone significant change, which 

they did not recognise, and thus subsequent action required a focus on a different set of 

relationships. 
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The general feeling of the maintenance employees was that the ACAC was a 

„bosses court‟ and that maintenance workers had historically not been given wage justice 

by its decisions.
5
 The SECV, however, may have seen its decisions as being sympathetic 

to SECV wages employees (for example in the Justice Aird $2+$2 case, which became 

under Commissioner Vosti the $4+$7 award).
6
  

The expectation of the rank and file was that the dispute over the log would be 

carried on in a low key way, a war of attrition, with the bans demonstrating the 

determination of the maintenance men. The stewards could not be said to have acted in 

haste (although a little faster than the VTHC perhaps). It was, after all, over two months 

after the serving of the log of claims that bans were placed. The stewards then waited 

another month for the VTHC to serve the log on the SECV. It was two months after the 

placing of bans that the strike action occurred, and this was over the use of contract 

labour and temporary shifts rather than over the log itself. This delay between the 

presentation of a claim and mobilisation was a feature of the industrial activity at the 

SECV in the LV.
7
  

The „no work no pay‟ action can only be seen as deliberate provocation by the 

SECV. The annual discussions over use of contract labour had been in place for many 

years. The SECV was aware of how sensitive this issue was to the rank and file, the 

unions and the CGTLC. The feeling that the SECV had not been fair in its treatment of 

the strikers may have encouraged the stewards to be reluctant to accept any settlement 

which did not impact significantly on the SECV. This single event was viewed 

differently and ascribed different meanings by the SECV management and the rank and 

file, and this influenced their respective actions afterwards. The maintenance men were 
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compelled by their expectations of unity and reciprocal support to support the workers 

stood down over a relatively minor matter. The resultant strike was probably inevitable 

given the dispute over contract labour earlier that year. Sam Armstrong later suggested 

that if this response by the SECV had been thought about earlier, then consideration 

could have been given to making strike payments to the men stood down, forcing further 

stand downs by the SECV.
8
  This would have impacted on the amount of maintenance 

being done, but with minimal impact on the maintenance workforce.  

The strike started as a struggle to maintain control over the contract labour 

process, but became confused with the war of attrition over the log of claims. The 

stewards needed to make it clearer to the men, the unions, the ACAC, the VTHC and the 

SECV that the strike resulted from the contract labour issue, not the log. The dispute 

may have played out differently if the SECV had been made to justify its breaking of the 

contract labour agreement. The VTHC and perhaps also the operations unions may then 

have provided greater support to the dispute from an earlier stage. It also encouraged a 

perception by the SECV, the government, and the wider community that the log of 

claims lay at the root of the strike. Neither the shop stewards nor the rank and file 

appeared to recognise that the strike changed their external relationships significantly. 

Once the men walked out, the political, economic and industrial context in 1977, both 

state and federal, impacted significantly on the dispute. The context was not conducive 

to industrial action which appeared to constitute a challenge to the government. The 

MOA in its dispute earlier in 1977 had recognised this and retreated.   

The decision to strike indefinitely was not a good tactic, leaving as it did no room 

for the men to manoeuvre. It backed the stewards into a corner in terms of continuing the 

dispute in a meaningful way if the men returned to work, thus placing a „major 
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constraint‟
9
 on both the members and the shop stewards.  This lack of planned strategy 

may have resulted in the stewards, towards the end of the strike, being more concerned 

with saving face than accepting a compromise option, such as that offered by 

Commissioner Vosti on 1 October. The longer the strike lasted the more difficult it 

became to accept the losses which had been incurred, encouraging the hope that „a few 

more days‟
10

 would lead to a successful outcome. 

Although the handling of the dispute commenced under the auspices of the 

CGTLC, not all the maintenance unions were affiliated. As a result, the SSC shared the 

day-to-day organisation of the dispute with the CGTLC.
11

 The SSC comprised about 60 

stewards, most of whom were said to be inexperienced.
12

 It was suggested that having 

such a committee enabled Sam Armstrong to share the blame in the event of an 

unsuccessful campaign, but that in this case he was to lose control of the committee, 

which instead became influenced by George Wragg whose attitude was less conciliatory 

and more hard line. Despite some feeling to the contrary,
13

 the CGTLC was generally 

acknowledged to have been influential in coordinating the dispute.
14

 The SSC (seen by 

some to be the CGTLC under another name),
15

 was effective and well supported by the 

rank and file.
16

 The SECV was later to conclude that the dispute was handled by the 

stewards „with sophistication and discipline‟.
17

 This was despite the blame for the whole 

affair laid at the hands of left wing shop stewards,
18

 „a group of recalcitrant, misguided, 
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ill-informed brigands‟, who had „led the men by the nose on false promises‟.
19

  Much 

was made of Sam Armstrong‟s membership of the Communist Party and his activities 

were seen as deliberately bringing chaos to the industrial scene in Australia, and 

disruption to the whole community, as the result of a Communist conspiracy.
20

 

A united approach to the dispute and the activities undertaken to maintain it such 

as publicity, picketing and collecting funds, assisted to achieve and retain high morale. 

This reinforced the strength of feeling for the local union branches and the leadership of 

the shop stewards. It also provided an opportunity for some of the younger stewards,
21

 

and other rank and file
22

 to step forward and take a high profile role. This feeling of 

unity was increased by the dispute being run by and for the whole group of maintenance 

unions. The unity and solidarity of the strikers was described as having „few parallels in 

the history of trade union struggle‟
23

 in Australia. This solidarity sustained the dispute, 

and it was only when the stewards were divided over whether the strike should continue 

that the strike was brought to an end. 

Commissioner Vosti may have been of a mind to hand down a wages increase, 

but once his proposal for a return to work had been rejected, the ensuing standoff meant 

that compromise was no longer an option, only capitulation by one of the parties. This 

was the first significant turning point of the dispute. Had the men returned to work at 

Vosti‟s urging, the result would have been handed down without the side excursion to 

the Anomalies and work value hearings, reducing the consequent political and anti-union 

fallout
24

, and the personal cost to the strikers. 
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Once the men rejected the Vosti proposal, they set themselves up for a direct 

confrontation with the state and federal governments. In Victoria, Premier Hamer had 

threatened to use the ESA if the men did not return to work, and was thus committed to 

doing so. The amending of the ESA and the declaration of a state of emergency provided 

a focus for union and community protest. Proclaiming the ESA had the effect of moving 

the MOA and the FEDFA to give support to the strikers, replacing their previous lip 

service to the dispute. The SECV noted that it had been a mistake to take steps which 

united the LV unions rather than isolating the maintenance stewards. The effect of 

proclaiming the ESA, sending the abandonment of employment letter, and advertising 

for outside labour was the opposite of that hoped for. It united the unions thus 

threatening to jeopardise generating activities.  

Premier Hamer did not invoke the powers available to him under the ESA. This 

may have been due to a reluctance to exacerbate the dispute, perhaps fearing a total 

walkout, or a preference to see whether there was still a possibility of a compromise with 

Bob Hawke‟s help. Alternatively it may have been because he had no practical plan for 

operating the LV power stations if the MOA and the FEDFA walked out. There was also 

a suggestion that the broader support across the Australian working community could 

move to a general strike if this should happen.
25

  Trade union officials would have 

wanted to avoid this if at all possible. It is interesting to speculate whether increased 

support for such a move would have prompted a legislative backlash against the unions 

by the Victorian and federal governments, resulting in an outcome similar to that in 

Queensland during the SEQEB dispute seven years later. By now, it had become 

obvious that threats would not send the men back to work. Instead, Hamer asked Bob 
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Hawke to intervene despite the ACTU lack of standing in the dispute.
26

 Bob Hawke saw 

Hamer as more reasonable to deal with than Fraser and asked him to hold off on action 

while he sought an acceptable compromise.
27

 This view was echoed by the CGTLC 

which felt that Hamer was ready to settle, but that Fraser wanted the strike to continue to 

justify his „law and order‟ campaign.
28

 

When it became obvious that no easy or quick solution would be achieved, the 

length, timing and extensive publicity around the dispute gave both Hamer and Fraser a 

chance to show the electorate how they were prepared to deal with the unions. In 

addition, once the strike and the associated severe power restrictions became headline 

news, the possibility of any local settlement, under the eyes of the politicians and the 

public, was reduced.
29

 Hamer and the OIRC were holding firm to the wage indexation 

stance of the federal government. The determination of the Victorian government to 

maintain a hard line in preference to settling with the unions was an exception to its 

normal pattern of industrial relations in the electricity industry. A wish for continuity of 

supply as a matter of political expediency had been used in the past (and would be in the 

future) to pressure the SECV to negotiate with the unions.
30

 The refusal to compromise 

on this occasion fuelled speculation that the strike was being used for political purposes 

by both the Victorian and the Federal governments.
31

 This view appeared to be 

vindicated when the federal government called an election for early December 1977. 

The Premier suggested after the men had returned to work that the government 

had been „poorly advised by the State Electricity Commission‟.
32

 He indicated that the 
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strike could have been resolved earlier „if the S.E.C. had informed the Government in 

the early stages‟.
33

 The SECV for its part noted that the OIRC and the Minister for Fuels 

and Energy had been kept fully informed during the strike.
34

 The need to keep the OIRC 

(and thus the government) apprised of developments in the dispute added another level 

of complexity and delay to the negotiation process, and effectively bypassed any role for 

the SECV as immediate employer. 

The wages claim and the refusal of the men to go back to work without cash „in 

hand‟ to allow the ACAC to hear the dispute was viewed in some quarters as „attack on 

the entire system of wage indexation‟.
35

 The maintenance workers were seen to be 

supporting those groups of the Left, such as the Spartacist League and the Australian 

Independence Movement, which had seen the dispute as an opportunity to take on the 

wage indexation system. However, serious commentators saw neither the wage claim 

nor the strike as a serious attack on wage indexation. If so it would have been a shorter 

campaign mounted by a stronger group than the LV shop stewards.
36

 The decision not to 

return to work did place the strikers as a threat to the determination of the federal 

government to restrain wage growth through strict adherence to the wage indexation 

guidelines. It was thus a direct attack on attempts to manage the federal economic 

situation. The poor monetary result of the work value case was seen as reinforcing the 

indexation guidelines.
37

 

The attendance by the stewards at all proceedings in the ACAC was a 

recognition by the union officials that it was this group who would need to convince the 

men to return to work.  However, once the stewards became involved in the ACAC 
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hearings this may have commenced the division amongst them. The stewards became 

less available to stay in touch with the mood of the strikers, and to hear their issues and 

concerns. There was a suggestion that shop stewards and officials dealing with the 

system themselves became part of the system.
38

 The result was that the battle rather than 

the outcome became the focus of attention and concern. The act of participation resulted 

in a focus on process rather than on the result, and further delayed and bureaucratised the 

settlement of the claim.
39

  Some stewards moved towards greater support for Bob Hawke 

and settling the dispute. On the other hand, many of the stewards and the rank and file 

became more involved with soliciting support for continuing the dispute from the 

community, including unions across the state. The constant soliciting of support from 

sympathisers resulted in a greater conviction that the strike should continue. The extent 

of this support was a key factor in maintaining the dispute and is discussed in more 

detail in the following section. 

Community support 

The support of their families and the local and wider community was key to 

sustaining the mobilisation of the maintenance men. The extent of support of the 

community such as farmers who donated produce, and shop keepers and businesses 

which made efforts to reduce financial hardship was remarkable. That such support 

would be given is not unusual in industrial disputes in Australia, since it may be seen as 

support for the town and a way of life as much as of the strikers.
40

 The local businesses 

knew that once the strike was over they would be reliant on these same strikers to 
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resume business with them on an ongoing basis. This was an important context for the 

dispute. 

The strong industrial identity of the SECV maintenance workers included ties to 

the local community. The networks which had formed around employees, families, 

sporting groups, community events and activities provided local support structures 

which took on a special significance during the dispute. They were also the cause of 

friction, since some families had members on strike as well in the unions which stayed at 

work. In addition, while the wages of the strikers were important to the local 

community, the SECV itself supported community groups and events, and this meant 

that the fortunes of the latter were intertwined with the continued operation and 

profitability of the SECV. The community overall was heavily reliant on employment by 

the SECV and the money which this provided to local businesses. In a small community 

such as the LV, businesses needed to retain their customer support, and this influenced 

the extending of credit and support, at least nominally, for the strikers. 

The escalating actions being made by the SECV and the Victorian government 

against the strikers: the carting of coal by road, the threats to invoke the ESA, the 

„termination‟ letters, and the advertising for replacement labour, all acted to extend the 

support from the wider community. 

The Distress Fund established and controlled by the CGTLC played a significant 

role. It provided monetary support to the strikers, and boosted their morale, reminding 

them of the support which was being received from all over the country.
41

 During the 

course of the strike, over $221,000 was received in cash donations, together with 

donations of foodstuffs, toys, soft drinks, and the requirements for a workers picnic at 

the end of the strike. The list of donors included unions, political groups, student 
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organisations, university departments, schools, trades and labour councils and many 

individuals.
42

  

Payments of almost $82,000 were made from the Fund during 1977, mostly for 

food vouchers and toys. These were given not only to the strikers but also to other 

workers in the LV who had been stood down.
43

 Support to workers continued until as 

late as April 1978, when most of the men had returned to work and had re-established 

their financial situation.
44

 

Other sources of assistance were also available to the strikers in the LV and those 

workers laid off throughout Victoria (and other states). Individual union funds included 

the „S.E.C. Strike Fund‟, established by the Victorian State Office of the AMWSU on 

behalf of the CGTLC. This fund received over $67,000 in donations from individuals 

and organisations across Australia.
45

 This was in addition to the $107,000 paid out 

directly by the AMWSU to its members as Dispute Benefit.
46

 Other financial support 

initiatives included that of the VBEFA, which donated $50,000 to the Salvation Army 

for assistance given to members affected by the strike, and made available a further 

$30,000 for further assistance to members in extreme hardship circumstances. It also 

donated $500 to the CGTLC Distress Fund as a practical show of support.
47

 As well, the 

ABCE&BLF Victorian Branch gave $3,500 to the CGTLC Distress Fund,
48

 and the 

Administrative and Clerical Officers Association asked all members to contribute to a 

fund to be given to the Salvation Army for provision of relief, with an amount of $2 per 

member suggested which would enable a total of $20,000 to be collected.
49

 

                                                 
42

 GTLC, Box 85, CGTLC covering letter to audited statement of the Distress Fund, 1978. 
43

 VPD, Legislative Assembly, 8 December 1978, p. 7604. 
44

 GTLC, Box 58, Opinion in the matter of the GTLC Distress Fund, 7 May 1986. 
45

 Amalgamated Metal workers and Shipwrights’ Union monthly journal, June 1978, p. 19. 
46

 UMA, 95/96, Box 103, State Conference, February 1978, p. 6. 
47

 UMA, 101/37, Box V3, Victorian Branch meeting, 19 October 1977. 
48

 NBAC: ABCE&BLF, Z398/33, Victorian Branch minutes, 5 October 1977, 19 October 1977. 
49

 Letter reproduced in Trade Union Training Authority, Report on social problems arising during and 

after the strike in the Latrobe Valley. 



253 

 

The local credit unions minimised the effects on the families by suspending 

repayments and offering „hardship‟ loans for the duration of the strike to meet house and 

rent payments, and later, for purchases of food for Christmas.
50

 This was seen as an 

extension of their normal community activities, but was endorsed when at the end of the 

strike the general LV community increased membership numbers of at least one of the 

credit unions involved.
51

 By the end of the strike, one of the credit unions had lent 

around $200,000 to the strikers.
52

  

Public opinion in the LV continued to be divided, with support for and against 

the strikers and their cause.
53

 Women played a significant supporting role in the dispute. 

Initially unhappy and wanting the men to return to work, many changed their views to 

offer outright support for the strike. The strike could not have lasted as long as it did 

without this important support.
 54

  Women were visible at the mass meetings and 

stewards meetings, providing moral support, making phone calls, and helping to 

distribute food parcels.
55

  They continued to offer support to strikers‟ families after the 

men had returned to work.  

While the strikers and their families appeared united nonetheless it was the 

women and children who bore the brunt of the dispute. There were hints that more than 

normal domestic violence and marriage breakups were occurring. This was despite the 

greater part played in the dispute by the workers‟ wives than was usually the case.
56

 

Across the state, hundreds of thousands of other families and businesses also felt the 

impact of the dispute. The power restrictions which were imposed by the SECV were 
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described by the maintenance workers as „unnecessarily harsh‟
57

 and an attempt to turn 

the community against the strikers, since they extended the suffering to as many people 

as possible.  

Despite the inconvenience being caused to many Victorians by the power 

restrictions, support for the strikers from around Australia was so strong that there was a 

point during the dispute when it seemed possible that it would escalate into a broader 

conflict. The MOA and FEDFA were likely to act in support of the strikers if the 

government used emergency powers, and a general strike was touted as a possibility. All 

that was needed was the key players such as John Halfpenny and Bob Hawke to 

encourage the greater union membership. However it appeared that they were moving to 

settle rather than win the dispute, over the ongoing opposition of those strikers who had 

seen at first hand how much support there was amongst the union community.  

The men had been persuaded that they would not receive the backing of the trade 

union rank and file in a major confrontation with the government. Most of the men and 

their stewards had not personally experienced the overwhelming level of support 

received by personal appeals at job meetings and rallies.
58

 There was also a feeling that 

continuing the strike would have „hurt other workers and caused division in their own 

ranks.‟
59

 However, some members of the AMWSU believed that the return to work had 

been encouraged by their State Secretary, John Halfpenny. This was seen as a sell-out of 

the rank and file of that union, as well as of the LV workers, by their own brothers.
60

  

The significant moral, financial and in-kind support received by the Valley 

strikers and the public unity that they displayed throughout the dispute meant that the 

decision to return, especially with cap in hand, was never going to be an easy one. The 

                                                 
57

 AMWSU Newsletter, 22/77, 31 October 1977, p. 2. 
58

 The Battler, 12 November 1977, p. 12. 
59

 Tribune, 2 November 1977, p. 5. 
60

 Amalgamated Metal Workers and Shipwrights’ Union monthly journal, May 1978, pp. 11-12. 



255 

 

level of unity and solidarity displayed by the strikers was described as having „few 

parallels in the history of trade union struggle‟
61

 in Australia. This made even more 

incomprehensible the apparent lack of support by their officials for a continuation of the 

stoppage. This was also the case more generally in the LV, where the level of 

community support for the strikers, and for each other, was high, and with businesses 

also sympathetic to those part of or affected by the strike.
62

 

The SECV near the end of the dispute considered the withdrawal of its 

opposition to a new award.
63

 There was also greater awareness that with support 

forthcoming from the FEDFA, MOA and the AIMPE, the likelihood of the state being 

without electricity was increasing. It may well have been the case that the strikers were 

on the verge of „winning‟. Whether this would have translated into a wages increase and 

a single award, or had the opposite effect of alienating the ACAC entirely will never be 

known. This was the second significant opportunity of the dispute, and not taking 

advantage of it sealed the fate of the maintenance workers. There were no incentives for 

the SECV, the government or the ACAC to find a settlement that would lead to a 

favourable outcome for the men involved. A return to work placed the SECV, the ACAC 

and the government in a stronger position.
64

 Thus was „defeat snatched from the jaws of 

victory‟.
65

 

This impact of the change of scale in the decision making process from the local 

to the state level illustrates the effect of the third theme to be discussed. This is the 

Melbourne-LV divide which was a key context of the dispute. It built on the historical 
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context of the relationships which had developed within the unions, the peak councils, 

and the SECV. 

The Melbourne-LV divide 

Many of the interactions during the dispute crystallised around the Melbourne-

LV divide which had developed from the specific industrial history of the unions, the 

CGTLC and the SECV in the LV. The „industrial identity‟ of the maintenance men 

centred around a willingness to take local action around local issues. This arose from an 

early series of industrial campaigns initiated at the local level, and a perception that the 

Melbourne-based union officials and the VTHC were not sympathetic to them. Until the 

1977 dispute moved into the ACAC it was handled on the local level. It was the rank and 

file, the CGTLC, and the LV SECV industrial relations staff who were involved. Even 

though the log had been working its way through the VTHC process of seeking input 

from the affected unions, the VTHC had appeared content to let this slow process take 

its course. The officials of the state and federal branches of some the unions were 

generally ignored by the rank and file, as the officials had appeared to ignore them and 

their particular issues in the past. The SECV metropolitan maintenance and construction 

workers had offered little support for the dispute other than a 48-hour stoppage in 

September. 

However, once the dispute was registered with the ACAC, this commenced a 

formal process which resulted in less flexibility, and which required „ownership‟ by the 

state or federal branches of the unions involved. The players then became the SECV 

Melbourne industrial relations staff, officials of the unions, and eventually the ACTU, in 

the absence of any leadership from the VTHC. Suggestions from the local SECV 

managers seemed to be bypassed and head office managers, closer perhaps to 

government structures and pressures, seemed more comfortable with formal processes, 
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and let the formal apparatus take over the dispute.  A significant factor in drawing out 

the dispute would appear to be the early determination of the SECV not to disclose its 

position on the non-wage claims. It served to indicate to the LV maintenance workers 

that they were being treated with contempt by their Melbourne-based employer. 

The distrust of the local men for the Melbourne-based union officials and the 

VTHC also ensured that any input from them was at the invitation of the LV men. This 

attitude extended to John Halfpenny, State Secretary of the AMWSU, although he 

became more prominent (as the bearer of bad news, as he said himself)
66

 later in the 

dispute. The ACTU and John Halfpenny were viewed with suspicion and seen as 

wanting to settle rather than win the dispute.
67

  

The constraints imposed on the rank and file by their strong local industrial 

identity come to the fore when the division between Melbourne and the LV is 

considered. The retention of decision making at the local scale demonstrated an 

unwillingness, or inability, to consider alternative networks which could operate more 

effectively to bring the dispute to a successful conclusion. Part of this was a lack of 

awareness or acknowledgement of the changed context, both within the SECV and at the 

state and federal levels. This had the effect of reducing the power and relevance of a 

purely local response. In addition, once the government became involved, it was no 

longer possible to operate at a scale which could not provide a strong response. This 

could only be offered by a network of organisations and relationships which were 

comparable to the power, support and connections which were arrayed against the 

maintenance workers. However, the previous uneasy relationship between the CGTLC 

and the VTHC, and the initial expectation on the part of both the maintenance workers 

and the SECV that this would be another minor dispute, precluded any possible transfer 

                                                 
66

 See for example mass meeting, 18 October 1977. 
67

Interviews with John E. p. 8; Ken p. 7; Frank p. 9; Paul B. p. 4; Vanguard, 27 October 1977, p. 10; The 

Battler, 15 September 1984, p. 6. 



258 

 

of scale from occurring in a timely manner. By the time it became obvious that a 

stalemate was in operation, the SECV had moved its own response up to a broader scale. 

The Chairman, the Melbourne industrial relations staff, and the Premier all became 

involved. Action at such a scale on the SECVs part needed to be matched by an 

appropriate response on the part of the VTHC and the unions, which came too late, and 

only after the intervention of Bob Hawke. 

In the early stages of the dispute neither the VTHC, the unions nor the ACTU 

appeared to take any interest. The VTHC did not appear to be taking any initiative to 

control the strike in its early days, despite it occurring without their approval, and it was 

apparently content to allow the local stewards to „hang out to dry‟.
68

 The VTHC and the 

ACTU were both later criticised by the Leader of the National Party in Victoria for 

failing to intervene earlier in the dispute.
69

 The extent of community and union support 

for the strikers near the end of the dispute may however have influenced the VTHC, 

even though the actions being taken by the state and federal governments were likely to 

have a profound effect on the rest of the union movement. The SECV was disappointed 

by the lack of positive action or response by the VTHC, and proposed that the SECV 

would be better served by encouraging the appointment of resident full time union 

officials in the LV who would ensure that correct procedures were followed in future 

disputes.
70

 

Bob Hawke, as President of the ACTU and President of the ALP, would have 

recognised that he needed long term support from all areas of the union and political 

movements. It would not help anyone if Fraser and Hamer were put offside, but would 

only hinder his options in future industrial negotiations. While the ACTU had the power 
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to establish a disputes committee and thus order unions to instruct their men to return to 

work,
71

 it had become obvious over the course of the dispute that this type of decision 

would only inflame, rather than ease, the situation.
72

 Hawke with his conciliatory 

approach and persuasive oratory managed to help end the dispute, something that the 

obstructionist attitude of the SECV, the confrontational attitude of the government, and 

the intransigence of the strikers hadn‟t been able to do.
73

 The SECV had described his 

involvement as „constructive and able‟,
74

 but this view was certainly not shared by the 

strikers, either during or after the dispute. It merely served to confirm their opinion of 

Hawke as a settler, not a winner, of disputes. This attitude, also attributed to John 

Halfpenny, made them „wolves in sheep‟s clothing‟
75

 to some of the strikers.  

Bob Hawke was known as „a conciliator, a consensus man‟,
76

 and a settler of 

disputes (a claim also made during the 1972 SECV dispute).
77

 His intervention signalled 

to those in the know that there would be no escalation or widening of the dispute. He 

ended the strike but did not resolve the underlying grievances, which the decisions by 

Commissioner Mansini concerning wages and a single award merely reinforced.  

While the strike was a major event which affected many unions, their members 

and their activities, its impact on the state and federal branches of the unions involved 

varied widely. This was due to a number of factors, including the actual number of 

strikers involved from each union, which was mostly not large; the effect of the 

electricity restrictions, which for some unions was quite significant; the relative numbers 
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of members involved, which was minor; or the attitude of union officials who were 

generally not willing to support a wildcat strike.  

For most of the eleven unions directly involved, there was little, if any, 

recognition of or interest in the dispute. Generally exceptions to this were because of the 

impact on their members resulting from the severe electricity restrictions. The effect on 

industry in Victoria, and thus on some unions, including the VBEFA and the ATWU, 

was substantial.  

The VBEFA was one of the first unions affected by the electricity restrictions, 

with 2,700 members stood down from the Ford plant in Geelong alone.
78

 Despite this, at 

a special meeting of the VBEFA Victorian Branch executive on Tuesday 11 October 

1977, members in the LV were commended for their solidarity, and assured of the 

support of the union.
79

 

Similarly, the ATWU, which had only 2 members directly involved, commented 

in its Federal magazine that at some Victorian mills, members had been stood down as a 

result of the dispute. At Heyfield (Victoria), a shop stewards meeting was held with 

every Heyfield mill represented, and a committee was formed to set up a relief fund to 

assist local mill workers.
80

 

For some unions, including the ASE and the ETU, the dispute required a 

significant time commitment for officials in hearings, inspections and meetings.
81

 

Coverage of the dispute was regular and sympathetic in the AMWSU State 

Branch committees. This may have been due to the active involvement of the State 

Secretary, John Halfpenny, in trying to settle the dispute during its later stages (Sam 
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Armstrong referred to him as the „lynch-pin‟
82

 between the unions and the shop 

stewards), or may have been belated support for a well organised group of members who 

were quite clearly going to proceed along a certain path, with or without the formal 

backing of their officials. At the time, there were estimated to be almost 50,000 

members in Victoria of the AMWSU, over 2,000 of whom were in the Latrobe sub 

branch.
83

 There was a consistent reporting of the status of the strike and its aftermath, 

from August 1977 through until March 1978, often with comment on related issues such 

as SIPS, the actions of the state and federal governments and the Newport PS situation.
84

 

This extensive reporting carried through to the national publication, the Amalgamated 

Metal Workers and Shipwrights’ Union monthly journal, as well as the Victorian Branch 

newspaper, the Amalgamated News.  

The official reporting on the dispute by the VTHC was variable. The Council did 

not meet after 8 September 1977 until 20 October 1977, when Secretary Ken Stone 

presented a lengthy report on the dispute.
85

 This would appear to support the suspicion 

that the VTHC had no wish to be seen to be involved in the dispute, and was indeed 

hanging Sam Armstrong „out to dry‟ There was certainly a perception by some of the 

strikers that the VTHC had a hatred and animosity toward the LV workers.
86

  

In contrast to this lack of public discussion of the dispute by the Council, the 

VTHC Executive meetings regularly reported in detail on the progress of the log of 

claims, including the lack of action by the unions when requested for information. Once 

the men were on strike, Secretary Ken Stone provided an update at every meeting, and 

the Executive called special meetings as necessary, to keep up with events. After the 
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strike ended, the Executive was kept apprised of the progress of the ACAC hearings, the 

SECV request to put some maintenance work out to tender, and the further negotiations 

with the SECV on those parts of the claim over which it had carriage.
87

  

Media interactions were both positive and negative. The SECV management felt 

that the unions had been able to unduly influence the reporting by offering reporters 

interviews and facilities. Others in the SECV felt that the unions were made out to be 

„the bad guys‟.
88

 In the LV, the SECV told its side of the story by paying for 

advertisements in the Latrobe Valley Express, so that they would be printed verbatim. 

The local rank and file saw the LV coverage as fair, while the Melbourne media were 

more interested in the personal impact of the dispute, rather than the issues behind it. 

While reporters were viewed as sympathetic, there was an understanding that the 

headlines and the editorials were done by Melbourne-based editors who had different 

perspectives.
89

  

The relationships which existed at the time of the dispute between Melbourne-

based union officials, the VTHC and the SECV managers, and the LV rank and file, the 

CGTLC and the local SECV management, discussed earlier in this thesis, formed the 

basis for the interactions which occurred during the dispute. The VTHC regarded the 

CGTLC as a maverick operator, while the VTHC was seen as holding back the LV 

unions and not committed to direct action. The stewards and the rank and file supported 

each other, but union officials including John Halfpenny (who was perhaps involved 

because the AMWSU supported the virtues of direct negotiation, but who also wanted 

the dispute settled as negotiations for other logs were proceeding with the SECV) was 

regarded with suspicion. However some state union branches, such as the ETU and the 
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ABCE&BLF, provided support for continuing the strike.
90

 Sometimes this support 

appeared to be given in opposition to local sub-branches perceived to be run by 

„Groupers‟, such as the FIA.
91

 Despite these exceptions, the LV maintenance workers 

were the ones who controlled the course of the dispute until the later stages, when Bob 

Hawke and the ACAC became the focus. 

The personal hardship resulting from the strike, and the disappointment over the 

end result of the work value case, were significant, and have been described in the 

previous chapter. The following section will consider the effect of the dispute on the 

inter-union relationships within the LV SECV, and between the maintenance employees 

and the SECV, after the return to work. 

Impact of the dispute 

The personal impact of the return to work, with nothing in hand, was a shock to 

the men, who had expected to win. In addition to this, there was a perceived change in 

the relationship between the maintenance unions and the operations unions which had 

remained at work, and in personal relations with the SECV. 

An enduring legacy of the dispute in the LV is said to be the bitterness between 

members of the maintenance unions and those which had continued to work, particularly 

the FEDFA. This attitude also extended to the VTHC, and was referred to on future 

occasions when united industrial action was proposed.
92

 Despite the rhetoric of 

forgetting the past, the feeling of bitterness resulting from the dispute was a common 

theme in my interviews.
93

 The length of time that this lasted was said to vary from 

months to years, or to the present day.
94

 It has also been noted elsewhere that this ill 
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feeling remained a feature within the LV SECV.
95

 The irony that a number of the unions 

involved in the dispute, together with the FEDFA, became part of the large Construction, 

Forestry, Mining and Energy Union in the early 1990s, was not lost on several of the 

interviewees.  

The members of the FEDFA (the „machine-minders‟)
96

 wielded considerable 

power. This was viewed to some extent by the maintenance tradesmen as an affront, 

since they were generally not tradesmen, but despite this had better pay and conditions. 

It was clear from my interviews that there was an expectation from the rank and file that 

the FEDFA should have supported the dispute – that it was the officials of this union, 

rather than the rank and file, which had made the decision not to be involved.
97

 This 

expectation was perhaps understandable, since the FEDFA and the AMWSU were 

moving towards amalgamation at the federal and state levels and in the LV were sharing 

office accommodation. However, the LV FEDFA disapproved of unauthorised industrial 

action and was suspicious of the motives of Sam Armstrong, a Communist.
98

 This 

resulted in poor relationships with both the AMWSU and the CGTLC, and provided 

another reason for the FEDFA to avoid involvement in the dispute if at all possible.  

The MOA appeared to have disregarded jurisdictional boundaries when 

apprentices were used to perform maintenance which kept plant in service.
99

 This further 

reinforced perceptions that the maintenance men had been treated without respect by 

both the SECV and other unions. 
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A change of attitude also extended to the SECV as employer. A feeling of 

distrust and of tension between individuals resulted.
100

 The „dismissal letter‟ was said to 

have done away with loyalty and commitment of the maintenance employees to the 

SECV.
101

 There was also said to be more „casualisation‟,
102

 and the SECV became more 

business-like.
103

 However, in general the overall relationship between the SECV 

management and the rank and file was said to have improved after the strike. There was 

„more respect‟,
104

 better communication,
105

 initiative was encouraged,
106

 the SECV „took 

a softer line‟,
107

 and there was a positive attitude from managers „not to let it happen 

again‟.
108

 This perception was confirmed by Benson and Hince,
109

 who noted that after 

1977 the SECV became relatively stable industrially, perhaps indicating a new internal 

industrial relations climate in the LV.
110

 This suggested improvement in relations and 

attitudes may have been the result of activity on the part of the LV management and 

industrial relations personnel. These were the staff which had to live and work with the 

fallout from the dispute, including the Mansini decision.  

The poor result of the dispute in the ACAC did not for the most part reduce the 

respect which the maintenance men had for Sam Armstrong and the other leaders.
111

 The 

men felt that Sam had been poorly treated by union officials, who „should have stood 

with him‟,
112

 but retained his credibility because the loss was due to „the 
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circumstances‟,
113

 and this „strike was different‟.
114

 The SECV itself suggested that Sam 

Armstrong came out of the dispute with a powerful reputation despite the loss.
115

 

This chapter has drawn out some of the significant features of the 1977 dispute. 

In particular the three themes of control over the dispute by the rank and file, the 

significant level of community support, and the effect of the Melbourne-LV divide have 

been considered. These themes have shown the importance for this dispute of the impact 

of place and scale. The development of a strong local industrial identity as a result of the 

impact of the particular location was partly a result of the community relationships, and 

resulted in strong community support for the strikers. The particular industrial identity 

also meant a preference for local action on local issues, and resulted in a determination 

to retain local control of the dispute, even when the result was a deadlock between the 

maintenance employees, the ACAC, and the SECV. This in turn impacted on the choice 

of scale, since the uneasy relationship with the VTHC, a coalition state government 

unsympathetic to the strikers, and the insistence of the ACAC on upholding the 

principles of wage indexation, demonstrated a changed context which meant that action 

at the local scale would not succeed. The unwillingness or inability of the maintenance 

employees and their shop stewards early in the dispute to recognise the need for 

intervention by a more powerful set of networks reduced the probability of a successful 

outcome. Later, when the scale of response by the SECV had clearly moved away from 

the local, the result of their lack of familiarity with action at a broader scale may have 

meant that the rank and file and the CGTLC were unable to recognise that they were no 

longer able to read and control either the context or the events which were by then 

occurring. 
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Despite the best intentions of the maintenance workers, once the dispute 

escalated after the triggering of the walkout, control was moved to a largely Melbourne 

focus. The rank and file also wished to negotiate with the SECV in preference to taking 

their claim to the ACAC, where they did not expect to obtain a fair result. When the men 

refused to return to work as proposed by Commissioner Vosti, they lost probably the 

best chance of resolving the dispute with a monetary win. Instead, they set themselves 

up for a confrontation with both the state and federal governments.  

However, the ensuing standoff garnered increasing support from the wider 

community when the Victorian Premier amended the ESA. This action threatened to 

escalate the dispute into both the wider SECV and across the state, with a change in 

attitude to the dispute from the MOA, the AIMPE and the FEDFA, as well as the very 

public support offered by a range of fringe groups, individuals and work sites. 

The third theme from the dispute was the Melbourne-LV divide. This operated 

across the unions, the peak councils and the SECV. It was the result of the relationships 

which had developed during the history of the SECV and the resultant local „industrial 

identity‟ which had formed. These relationships included those between the rank and file 

and their union officials, between the CGTLC and the VTHC, and between the shop 

stewards and the SECV in a paternalistic organisation. These relationships influenced 

the events which comprised the dispute, and together with the unfavourable industrial 

context external to the SECV, affected both its course and its result.  

The next chapter will consider the wider significance of the 1977 maintenance 

dispute. This will be done in two sections. The first will locate the dispute within the 

literature of lengthy disputes and in particular within Mobilisation Theory. A 

consideration of the reasons for the dispute lasting as long as it did will illustrate the 

strengths and weaknesses of Mobilisation Theory in the explanation of lengthy disputes. 
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Secondly, the 1977 dispute will be contrasted and compared with two other lengthy 

Australian disputes. These two disputes are the ECNSW 35 hour week campaign of 

1973 and the SEQEB contract labour dispute of 1984-1986. These two disputes will be 

described briefly in order to permit a comparison with the 1977 maintenance dispute. 

This will enable a consideration of those factors which were unique to each dispute, as a 

means of providing further insights into both lengthy Australian disputes in general and 

the 1977 SECV maintenance workers‟ dispute in particular. 
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Chapter Eight: The wider significance of the dispute 

The previous two chapters have discussed the particular features of the 1977 

SECV maintenance workers‟ dispute. Chapter Six described the dispute in detail in order 

to clarify the sequence of events, the factors which impacted on them, and the 

relationships involved. The particular economic, political and industrial context which 

was operating at the time of this dispute was a key feature of the narrative. This 

narrative, detailing the beginning, sustaining and cessation of the dispute, has 

contributed to a greater understanding of the dispute and the effect of its context. 

Chapter Seven discussed the three significant themes which featured in the dispute, 

namely the control over the dispute by the rank and file, the extensive community 

support, and the LV-Melbourne divide which affected the unions, the peak councils, and 

the SECV. This has further added to our understanding of particular social relationships 

which were a feature of the local industrial identity, and which affected the 1977 dispute. 

This chapter will discuss the wider significance of the 1977 SECV maintenance 

dispute. This will be done in two ways. Firstly, the dispute will be located within the 

relevant literature on strikes, in order to relate it to that literature. This discussion will 

focus on Mobilisation Theory and its applicability to the 1977 dispute, and in particular 

how it contributes to an explanation for the length of the latter. Secondly, a comparison 

of the 1977 dispute with two other major Australian disputes will be used to reinforce 

the importance of context (political, economic and industrial), the particular grievance, 

and mobilisation by both unions and the employer/government on the commencement 

and sustaining of lengthy disputes.  

Two lengthy disputes -- the ECNSW 35-hour week dispute of 1973, and the 

SEQEB contract labour dispute of 1984-1986 -- have been selected for comparison. 

These two significant disputes occurred at around the same time as the 1977 
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maintenance dispute. They were both within state owned enterprises in the area of 

electricity supply to provide a „like‟ comparison, and the employees involved were 

directly employed by the respective electricity authority, rather than via contractors. 

While there were several other noteworthy lengthy strikes in Australia during the 

1970s and 1980s, they have not been selected for comparative discussion for specific 

reasons. This is because they may have involved a particular elite group of employees 

(airline pilots strike, 1989), a predominantly female workforce (nurses strike, 1986), or 

private industry (Loy Yang strike, 1980). It was felt that the basic differences in the 

workforce and the context could preclude meaningful comparisons with the 1977 

dispute. In addition, the disputes which occurred in a number of state-owned enterprises 

as the result of a decision to corporatise and/or privatise such bodies were not 

considered, since they provide a different range of reasons for disputes outside the 

„typical‟ range of industrial disputation matters.  

The two selected disputes are compared and contrasted with each other and the 

1977 SECV dispute in order to highlight similarities and differences which may be 

useful in explaining both the length and the outcome of each dispute. The importance of 

the economic, political and industrial context of each dispute is of particular interest.  

In the following sections of this chapter, the 1977 maintenance dispute will first 

be examined in the context of the literature on strikes. Following this, the two lengthy 

disputes which have been selected for comparison, the ECNSW 35-hour week dispute of 

1973, and the SEQEB contract labour dispute of 1984-1986, will be briefly described. A 

comparative discussion will then draw out similarities and differences in the three 

disputes, and the factors which contributed to the different outcomes in each dispute. 

This serves two purposes: to contribute to the literature on lengthy disputes, and to 
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identify the similarities with, and differences from, the 1977 dispute, thus further aiding 

our understanding of this dispute.  

The 1977 dispute within the relevant literature 

The literature of strikes has suggested a number of reasons behind mobilisation. 

These include issues around control in the workplace, and the power relationships 

between the various players such as management and labour. Such issues around 

relationships were also noted by Benson and Goff
1
  in the conclusion to their article on 

the 1977 dispute. They specifically suggested that the role of the state government, the 

difficulties of the ACAC in attempting to end the strike, and the relationships between 

the VTHC, CGTLC and the LV shop stewards warranted further study in order to more 

fully understand the length of the strike. These issues and relationships have been more 

fully articulated in this account of the dispute, possible partly because more material has 

become available since the end of the dispute. Mobilisation Theory is able to frame such 

issues, since it focuses on the social processes of industrial relations which occur both 

within and external to the workplace. This emphasis on social processes rather than on 

organisational structures is one of the strengths of Mobilisation Theory. It provides an 

opportunity for a broader consideration of disputes and may be of particular interest 

when framing lengthy disputes. This section will discuss the 1977 dispute specifically 

within the facets of Mobilisation Theory. This will assist not only with a greater 

understanding of why the dispute developed as it did, but will also indicate whether 

Mobilisation Theory can contribute to an explanation for the length of this dispute. 

When framing the 1977 maintenance workers‟ dispute within Mobilisation 

Theory, three particular questions are of interest. Firstly, how did the individuals 

involved acquire a collective, as opposed to individual, sense of grievance? Secondly, 
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how and under what conditions did these individuals take collective action? Thirdly, 

what circumstances were required to maintain, and then to terminate, the collective 

action? These three questions will be discussed with reference to the particular 

circumstances and context within which the 1977 maintenance workers‟ dispute took 

place. 

The first question relates to the acquisition of a collective grievance. 

Mobilisation Theory suggests that this will be aided by three processes: attribution of a 

grievance to a specific agency which then provides a specific focus for collective action, 

determined leadership which will focus individuals on a particular issue as well as 

promoting group cohesion and identity, and the social identification of individuals with a 

specific group which has particular interests and values.
2
 

The log of claims formulated by the maintenance workers contained two 

significant claims. These were the wages increase and a common award. The wage claim 

was based on a relativity issue,
3
 and was a matter which was becoming of greater 

concern to the maintenance workers. This issue of relativity in wage rates with 

contractors on SECV building projects in the LV was a significant issue.
4
 The 

maintenance employees felt justified in asking for wages parity with workers performing 

similar, if not the same, work. The other significant item, the call for a common award, 

was one which was perhaps more confronting to SECV management,
5
 since it involved 

the formalising of relativities and applying common working conditions across a range 

of unions. It was seen by the maintenance employees in the LV as the only way to 

confirm and retain the complex set of internal relativities which existed in the SECV.  
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Minor claims in the log related to the daily conditions of work,
6
 and may be seen 

as a reaction to the double standard operating within the SECV at the time, where there 

were different conditions for salaried and waged employees. The disparity in conditions 

between salaried and wages employees in the SECV was a source of irritation to the 

latter,
7
 despite the suggestion that such differentials in employment conditions were a 

„fact of industrial life‟
8
 In Australia.  It contributed to a perception by the maintenance 

employees that the SECV lacked respect for them as individuals and regarded them as 

only a source of labour.
9
 The nature of the grievance, both around the contract labour 

issue which triggered the strike, and the items in the log of claims, demonstrates the 

importance of previous experiences and relationships, within both the social and 

industrial contexts, in its development. The nature and length of mobilisation are 

therefore likely to be directly affected by the nature of the grievance and the history 

behind its development. 

The firm stance taken by the SECV over this particular dispute may have been a 

response to the continuing conflicts with the CGTLC over the issue of contract labour. 

The resulting series of appearances in the ACAC, and the subsequent „Vosti principles‟, 

(discussed in Chapter four) continued the perception of interference with management 

prerogative. The firm stance by the SECV also complemented its actions in other 

disputes earlier that year. In August it had implemented a „no work no pay‟ scenario 
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during the FIA dispute, and earlier in 1977, it had refused to negotiate on the MOA 

claims which were later also rejected by the ACAC.  

Yet while the log of claims provided the focus for a grievance, and this was able 

to be attributed to the SECV, this did not provide all the necessary preconditions for 

mobilisation according to Mobilisation Theory. Two more processes were required: 

union identification, and determined leadership. As regards the former, collective 

organisation and a tradition of common action in the workplace were a fact of life in the 

SECV maintenance unions. The closed shop had long been custom and practice, 

probably since the first LV SECV power station had commenced operations in 1922. 

The LV power stations had developed a long history of strong unionism which provided 

the foundations for mobilisation.
10

 They were well organised and „proud of it‟
11

, 

accustomed to industrial mobilisation, and identified with their union/s.
12

 In addition, the 

LV stewards were willing to launch industrial action which was a „challenge from 

below‟,
13

 with VTHC approval not always sought. The CGTLC also played an important 

role in providing a forum for industrial exchange, since it „tied the unions together‟.
14

  

The strong industrial identity which the maintenance workers had developed was 

also aided by the physical separation from Melbourne. This helped to foster a local sense 

of belonging, and a distinguishing of „outsiders‟. A longstanding, uneasy relationship 

with the VTHC, and a distrust of union officials based in Melbourne, contributed to this 

local identification. The establishment of a „them and us‟ attitude to management 

increased the likelihood that injustice would be attributed to management.
15
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The other factor in the formation of a collective grievance according to 

Mobilisation Theory is a determined leadership. The important role played by leaders is 

a factor which has been related to the strength and likelihood of collective 

organisation.
16

 The senior stewards, Sam Armstrong, George Wragg, Ted Turnbull and 

Ross Miles, played an important role. Their roles in the dispute were seen by some as 

due to their leadership of the GTLC, rather than as shop stewards.
17

 They assisted in the 

attribution of the grievance(s) to the SECV, the government and the ACAC, and they 

solicited support for the dispute via the mass media. They were seen as „one of us‟,
18

 and 

were motivated by a sense of social justice and fairness.
19

 Sam Armstrong in particular 

was charismatic and a good communicator,
20

 thus making it easier for him to encourage 

mobilisation.
21

 The former two stewards were also strongly associated with the political 

Left, which has been considered important in building workplace activism and 

understanding workplace union activity.
22

 

As a charismatic leader, Sam Armstrong was able to use emotions such as anger, 

loyalty and respect, to provide motivation and goals for action.
23

 Self-action may 

generate emotions, for example through crowd response at a mass meeting, as do actions 

by others (for example, the SECV refusal to negotiate; the implementation of no-work, 

no pay; and the perceived lack of respect in the ACAC decision not to award a wage 
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increase), particularly if injustice can be invoked by the unfairness of wage or conditions 

differentials.
24

 

This combination of attribution of a grievance to the SECV through the strong 

local industrial identity which included union membership, a strong local shop floor 

leadership and a specific focus for collective grievance, provided the first requirement 

for mobilisation.  

The second question framing the 1977 maintenance workers‟ dispute within 

Mobilisation Theory relates to how and under what conditions individuals take 

collective action. In the 1977 dispute, as we have seen, while the necessary pre 

conditions for mobilisation – collective grievance attributed to the SECV, a strong shop 

floor organisation and identification with the union, and leadership – were in place, there 

was no industrial action taken.  

Frustration built up slowly over the perceived lack of interest in the log by the 

VTHC and the state branches of the unions.
25

 The imposition of bans was a reaction to 

the apparent lack of action by the VTHC, and the perception that the SECV was showing 

its disdain for their wages employees by refusing to negotiate.
26

 This was despite the fact 

that the shop stewards should have been aware that the SECV was obliged to handle 

industrial relations matters affecting award conditions via the OIRC.
27

 The union 

officials certainly would have known.
28

 The men were distrustful of the ACAC, but 

nonetheless the chances of the SECV negotiating on the log were slight. Even though the 

men were impatient, the beginning of the mobilisation activity was relatively mild, only 

involving the placing of bans on overtime. 
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The maintenance unions had a history of successful activism,
29

 so that placing 

bans was viewed as a means of obtaining some action on the log. This is perhaps 

indicative of the routine nature of the dispute: the log was not perceived as anything 

exceptional or as requiring industrial action involving significant effort or 

commitment.
30

 There was no intention to strike during the early stages of the dispute, but 

the SECV brought matters to a head with the „no work, no pay‟ situation. 

The walkout which followed the „no work, no pay‟ action of the SECV on 8 

August focused the men on a justified grievance: that the SECV had broken the rules.
31

 

This then was seen as another example of „unfair‟ or „poor‟ treatment of the workforce 

and reason not to trust the SECV management. It served to coalesce attribution of a 

grievance to the SECV.
32

 It also occurred within the emotionally charged issue
33

 of 

contract labour allocation which already featured in earlier disputes in 1977. The history 

of joint action across unions and the industrial heritage of the LV SECV unions made it 

likely that the men who had been stood down would be supported by the other 

maintenance unions. The walkout resulted in the resurrection of the log of claims whose 

progress had stalled. This was then mistakenly attributed as the reason for the strike.
34

 

This disjuncture between the trigger of the strike and the issues subsequently used in the 

bargaining process has been suggested as a factor in the length of disputes.
35

 It can lead 

to a situation whereby „each party had its own conception of what were the main issues, 

each also tended to refuse even to acknowledge the relevance of issues that were 
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considered important by the others.‟
36

 Such a situation results in a lack of clarity over the 

reason for the strike and the common goal being sought. 

Mackay
37

 has also suggested that the challenging of SECV management 

prerogative and authority which occurred by the walkout over the contract labour issue 

was likely to result in a lengthy dispute. However, in this dispute it is also likely that the 

confusion of the men over the reason for the strike, and the subsequent bargaining over 

the log of claims, had an impact on its length. 

The strength of the emotion that caused the walkout over the contract labour 

issue was not given the opportunity to retreat before the mass meeting was held, and 

may thus have influenced the decision to strike indefinitely. The heated discussion at 

mass meetings, as well as the unusually high attendance and support from families, 

indicated the level of feeling over the issues.  

The necessary preconditions for mobilisation were in place, according to 

Mobilisation Theory. A grievance incorporating an element of injustice was attributed to 

the employer, a strong local industrial identity included a charismatic and committed 

leadership, and a trigger for mobilisation over an emotive issue was provided. The result 

was a walkout and a call for an indefinite strike. 

The third question framing the 1977 maintenance workers‟ dispute within 

Mobilisation Theory relates to the circumstances required to sustain and then to 

terminate collective action. These are important when considering why lengthy disputes 

last for so long. 

The dispute was sustained by a range of social interactions and relationships. 

There was significant support from families, the trade union community Australia-wide 

and a constant media presence. Such extensive support has been a feature of a number of 
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lengthy Australian disputes.
38

 There is no doubt that it was critical in supporting the 

extended mobilisation of the maintenance workers, particularly through the use of strike 

funds.
39

 However there was little, if any, support from either the VTHC or the ACTU, 

whose leaders wished to end the dispute rather than win it. The extent and nature of the 

support from the broader community has been discussed in more detail in the previous 

chapter, since it was a significant theme within the strike. 

In addition, stewards and other rank and file were encouraged to participate in 

the range of activities necessary to maintain unity and focus during the strike – attending 

the various ACAC hearings, fund raising, liaising with the unions, attending mass 

meetings, and soliciting support at a range of workplaces. Such activities were important 

not only for the stewards but for all the strikers, maintaining cohesiveness, unity and 

camaraderie. 

Another important factor which contributed to the length of the dispute was 

employer and government mobilisation.
40

 The length of time since the bans were 

imposed allowed for mobilisation by both the SECV and the government, who were 

determined not to negotiate. The government was able to legislate changes to the ESA; 

to declare a state of emergency with the powers which that gave access to; and to 

commence union deregistration proceedings in the ACAC. The SECV was able to 

impose sanctions on its employees such as a refusal to approve leave, to consider the „no 

work, no pay‟ scenario and how it might be implemented, to consider employment of 

outside labour, and to consider the opportunities which might be available if the dispute 

was brought to a head. Once the strike began, it was also able to impose sanctions on the 
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community, which included many members of the same unions which were in dispute 

with the SECV, in the form of harsh power restrictions. These were seen as an attempt to 

have the community and the union movement exert pressure on the men to return to 

work. 

It is also timely at this point to note the range of relationships and interactions 

which were affecting the dispute. Lengthy mobilisations have been proposed to be 

related to power and power relationships, not only those within the workplace, but also 

those which may affect the workplace, such as those between employers, unions, peak 

union bodies and governments. The effects of the interactions within these relationships 

as they occurred during the dispute are important in understanding why they occurred 

and why the dispute lasted so long.
41

 Two of the significant relationships were those 

between the rank and file and their union officials, and between the GTLC and the 

VTHC. 

The relationship of rank and file and the stewards with their union officials was 

one of distrust, since these officials, traditionally Melbourne-based, appeared loath to 

recognise the needs of the LV workers, who were after all usually only a small portion 

of the membership.
42

 In fact so little notice was taken of the dispute that the only official 

whose appearance in the LV was regularly noted was John Halfpenny from the 

AMWSU, who suggested that he was given „all the rotten jobs‟.
43

 This was perhaps a 

means of deflecting the bad news and thus the disapproval of the rank and file from the 

local stewards.  
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The perceived lack of action by the VTHC during the dispute
44

 was generally 

attributed to the longstanding poor relationship between the GTLC and the VTHC. The 

VTHC was placed in the difficult position of condoning, if not supporting and leading 

the action, in order to retain a united front across the union movement.
45

 The other 

option, of leaving the LV men to sink or swim on their own, was not really possible once 

support for the men became widespread both within and outside the union movement. 

However, both the VTHC and the ACTU were viewed as wanting a return to work under 

any circumstances.
46

 

I argue that the 1977 dispute can only be understood within the particular context 

(political, economic and industrial) of the time, since this had a major impact on both the 

course and the outcomes of that dispute.
47

 This becomes even more important to take 

into account if it has changed significantly since a previous mobilisation.
48

 This may 

create a much different likelihood of winning or losing a dispute and must be given 

careful consideration before mobilisation of any sort. In particular, a high rate of 

unemployment not only reduces the bargaining power of labour, but increases the 

likelihood of anti-union action on the part of the government.
49

 1977 was a time of 

increasing unemployment, and a federal election was on the horizon. This was not an 

auspicious time for a major strike, and Bob Hawke, President of the ACTU, made this 
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point to the stewards and members involved in the strike.
50

 The rank and file misread or 

ignored the context, not recognising that the governments were not going to accede to 

demands backed up by industrial action. The stewards had also not heeded the firm line 

being taken by the SECV during some industrial disputes earlier that year. 

The immediate context is also impacted on by the ways in which the parties in 

the dispute have dealt with each other previously. The previous experience of labour 

management relations may be a guide to how the dispute can be expected to develop.
51

 

The LV unions had a history of local action over local issues, and successes had 

reinforced this tendency. In the case of the maintenance workers, disputes during the 

1960s and 1970s had often generated a successful outcome in terms of wages. The 

corollary to this of course is that management (and strikers) learn from the mistakes they 

made in previous disputes, and resolve not to repeat them. The dispute can only be 

fought based on the previous behaviour of both sides, which can then be used to predict 

its likely course.
52

 However the industrial context had changed significantly by 1977, 

providing the unions with little predictive ability from the result of previous 

mobilisations.  

The other important factor I would argue is not the particular power relationships 

involved, but changes to, or potential changes to these relationships. These combined 

with the context at that time to signal a particular level of „threat‟ to various parties 

which may not be seen as significant under other circumstances. The nature of the 

dispute in the 1977 case was no different to many other logs with which the SECV had 

been presented. Any challenge to employer authority is likely to be resisted, and will 
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thus impact on the length of a dispute. However the context at this time was such that the 

log and the industrial mobilisation which it precipitated may have been viewed as a 

threat to the stability and ability of the SECV to carry out its expected functions. The 

SECV was in a situation where it was involved in a number of disputes threatening the 

supply of power (Newport), customer relations (Coronet), and matters of managerial 

prerogative (contract labour). The bans which were imposed after the serving of the log 

may have resulted in it feeling compelled to „pull rank‟, not expecting that the reaction 

would be so extreme. However, it is also not unreasonable to conclude that the SECV 

should have expected a significant reaction given the strength of feeling within the 

maintenance shop stewards and the CGTLC over the contract labour issue at that time. 

For the state government, the perceived intransigence of the strikers was seen as further 

proof of the militancy of the power unions in general, and the LV shop stewards in 

particular. When added to the dispute over Newport PS, it provided a credible means of 

deflecting attention from the developing land scandal. In the federal sphere, the 

economic climate was such that the maintenance dispute was viewed by the federal 

government as a threat to its management of unemployment and inflation. It became 

another high profile dispute which helped to convince the federal government that 

legislative action was required, and that industrial disputation provided the grounds for 

an election. 

If each of the five elements identified in Mobilisation Theory is required for the 

commencement of some form of industrial mobilisation, then the corollary to this is that 

if one of the elements ceases to exist then mobilisation, regardless of its form, will end. 

A change occurred in the nature of the grievance, which reverted from the trigger issue 

back to the log of claims. In addition, once the dispute moved into the ACAC, the 

attribution of the grievance (that is, the ability to do something about it) moved also to 
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the ACAC. The focus of the dispute on the log, rather than on the „breaking of the rules‟ 

by the SECV, meant that the stewards were able to convince the men to return to work to 

allow arbitration to proceed. It had become obvious that neither Commissioner Vosti nor 

the Full Bench was prepared to hand down a decision until the men had returned to 

work. The focus of the grievance then remained with the ACAC through the subsequent 

progress of the dispute. The exception was during the initial hearing before 

Commissioner Vosti, when the unwillingness of the SECV to provide details of the 

conditions claims on which it would negotiate was seen by the rank and file as 

disrespectful, ending a short return to work. 

Why then did the men strike again when an unfavourable verdict was handed 

down by the ACAC on 18 October? Mobilisation Theory suggests that this decision may 

be viewed as renewing their sense of injustice, with the focus again on the ACAC, since 

the Full Bench‟s decision was seen as lacking respect for their situation. For the strikers, 

this confirmed their initial reluctance to have the dispute taken to the ACAC. A decision 

granting any wage increase, together with the negotiated improvements in conditions, 

may have been sufficient to end the dispute. The men would perhaps have considered 

the significant costs incurred by a renewal of the dispute, when weighed against the 

benefits, albeit small, in accepting a small „money in hand‟ offer (together with the 

negotiated conditions improvements).
53

  

This dispute was sustained in part by the disjuncture between the trigger which 

resulted in a walkout by the men (the „no work no pay‟ over the contract labour issue) 

and the issue which became the reason for negotiations (the log). This was added to by 

the insistence of the ACAC in a return to work which was matched by the reluctance of 

the men to return; by the unwillingness of the SECV to provide answers to the 
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conditions claims; by the mobilisation of the government and its intervention in the 

dispute; and by the strength of the support for the dispute by the union movement and 

members of the community, wives and families. The dispute was ended only by the 

combined efforts of the State Secretary of the AMWSU John Halfpenny, the stewards 

led by Sam Armstrong, and by the President of the ACTU Bob Hawke who was able to 

broker a deal which enabled the men and the stewards to return to work with some 

dignity. This deal allowed the majority of stewards to persuade the rank and file that the 

benefits of ending the strike outweighed the costs of continuing it. 

Strength of leadership had retained the cohesion of the men during the strike, but 

this was not used to resurrect or refocus the grievance five months later, when 

Commission Mansini handed down his work value judgment. A small wage increase had 

been won, negotiated conditions improvements had been accepted, and the length of 

time since the return to work had removed the impetus from the grievance. Also, there 

was no „breaking of the rules‟ by the SECV (although there were still ongoing disputes 

over contract labour), the wage increase indicated some consideration of the 

maintenance workers‟ situation, and there was the reminder that the building unions had 

not received anything at all.  

The dispute in the short term did not achieve its stated aims. For the strikers, on 

balance the result was not worth the dispute
54

 and there were „no good outcomes‟.
55

 

While the 1977 dispute was fought „to the bitter end‟,
56

 „no one was a winner‟,
57

 and the 

only worse dispute „was SEQEB‟.
58

 In the longer term, however, the items in the log, 

including the common award for maintenance workers, were generally achieved (see 

Appendix 7). 
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The duration of a strike has been suggested as having a positive effect on normal 

working time afterwards, that is, a reduced likelihood of another strike a short time later 

or during future negotiations.
59

 This may thus have resulted in the restrained reaction to 

the Mansini decision. In addition, the open cut fire had provided a timely opportunity for 

both the men and the SECV to work in a cooperative fashion to meet a common enemy. 

The recognition afterwards by the SECV of the part paid by its employees allowed a 

faster smoothing of troubled waters.
60

 Certainly the industrial activity by the 

maintenance employees was seen to be reduced afterwards.
61

  

The 1977 dispute provides some support for Mackay‟s assertion that grievances 

„that posed a broad challenge to management and had wider economic resonance made 

settlement harder.‟
62

 However, she does not comment explicitly on context and its 

importance in the starting or resolution of particular lengthy disputes; nor does she 

discuss the possible impact of changes or potential changes in power relationships. 

The strengths of Mobilisation Theory in the analysis of the 1977 dispute lie in its 

consideration of the complex series of relationships rather than the „cause‟ per se, 

offering a new means of considering lengthy disputes. The attributes of Mobilisation 

Theory when applied to the 1977 maintenance workers‟ dispute demonstrate firstly, the 

existence of a grievance in terms of the frustration which had built up over the lengthy 

delay in action over the log of claims. Secondly, the grievance was able to be attributed 

to the SECV, as another instance in which it was perceived to treat its wages employees 

without respect. Thirdly, the maintenance employees had a long history of identification 
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with their unions, and those unions had a tradition of industrial activity. This factor is 

important, since it allows for the inclusion of the industrial identity which had evolved 

as part of the LV SECV history. Fourthly, as a group they had excellent leadership from 

the shop floor in the form of stewards who were respected and committed to listening to 

the concerns of the rank and file. 

These factors though did not result in strike action. It was only when the nature 

of the grievance changed dramatically that a strike ensued. The issue then became one of 

maintaining or backing down from strike action. The decision to maintain the strike 

rested on two factors. These were the perception that the SECV had „broken the rules‟, 

and the determination of the group that this demanded a cohesive response. This, 

together with the lack of action by the VTHC and the unions on the log, the 

confrontational actions of the state and federal governments, and the delaying tactics of 

the SECV, served not so much to ensure the continuation of the strike as they did to 

harden the resolve of the men not to return to work. The positive influence of the intense 

media activity and the overwhelming level of support from both the LV and the wider 

community assisted to convince the men that their reaction was justified.  In the end, 

leadership which was such a  key element in maintaining the dispute also played a major 

role in ending it. The stewards were divided, but it was Sam Armstrong who persuaded 

the men to follow his recommendation for a return to work. 

While the individual elements of Mobilisation Theory can provide a rationale for 

the occurrence and cessation of the dispute, they appear to be less adequate in explaining 

its length. To explain this, it is necessary to examine the dispute in relation to the overall 

context at the time. When considering the length of a dispute, the specific context and 

relationships at a particular time appear to play a very significant role. The context 

includes the local industrial identity, as well as a history of how disputes have previously 
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been conducted and for what reasons. In the case of the 1977 dispute, the contested issue 

of contract labour, rather than the log of claims, became the trigger for the strike. The 

expectation of a „normal‟ dispute was based on a lack of recognition or a misreading of 

the changed wider economic and political context by the LV rank and file. There was 

also a lack of recognition of the SECV‟s reaction to some disputes earlier in 1977, which 

should have alerted the stewards to the poor timing for a strike. 

The dispute was sustained by involvement of the strikers in activities which 

supported its continuation (including picketing, attending rallies, and participation in the 

ACAC hearings). In addition, the extensive support offered by families and by both the 

local and communities was critical, since it provided both funding and food to allow the 

strike to continue.  

The social interactions which determined the reason for the strike and its length 

were related to the specific industrial identity which had developed since the 1920s. 

Such factors around maintaining a dispute are not well articulated within Mobilisation 

Theory. In addition, the context at local, state and federal scales, while relevant to the 

framing of the claims in the log, also provided the basis for the interactions which 

affected the length of the dispute and the extent of support for it. The contexts and their 

intersection, together with the resulting interactions and responses, provide a better 

explanation for the length of the dispute than does Mobilisation Theory. 

The rest of this chapter will consider the 1977 maintenance workers‟ dispute in 

relation to two other lengthy disputes within the Australian electricity industry. These 

two particular lengthy disputes also contained long periods of strike activity, but with 

significant differences to the 1977 dispute. In one dispute, after an initial all-out strike, 

the strikes operated on a rolling basis over a five-month period, with only a few workers 

at a time being involved. This reduced the cost to the workers and the union, but resulted 
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in significant inconvenience to the employer. In the second dispute, while the men had 

officially been dismissed while on strike, they considered that they were continuing to 

withdraw their labour until their demands on the issue under dispute were met. Nine 

months later, they refused to accept an offer of reinstatement. 

These two disputes will be briefly summarised and then they will be compared to 

and contrasted with the 1977 SECV maintenance dispute. This comparison will be 

framed in terms of elements of Mobilisation Theory, that is, grievance, union 

mobilisation, and government/employer mobilisation. The context and the outcomes of 

each dispute will also be also compared and contrasted. This comparative approach will 

enable consideration of similarities with, and differences from, the 1977 SECV dispute. 

The first dispute to be described is that over the 35-hour week within the ECNSW 

during 1973. This will be followed by a description of the SEQEB contract labour 

dispute of 1984-1986.  

ECNSW 35-hour week campaign, 1973
63

 

The ECNSW was established in 1950 as the generating and bulk transmission 

authority for that state. It gradually took over the operations of existing power stations 

under a new award which gave higher wages but with the loss of some conditions. In 

1971 the ECNSW employed around 8,000 persons, almost evenly divided between 

salaried and wages divisions. Most employees were covered by one of the five awards 

specific to the ECNSW, one of which covered wages staff. Over 70 percent of salaried 

division staff worked a 35-hour week
64

 and generally enjoyed superior conditions of 

employment, leading to resentment on the part of wages employees. 
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The ACTU had been encouraging the adoption of the 35-hour week since 1957 

although with little direct action. It looked to the electricity industry where substantial 

gains in productivity provided the best opportunity for implementation. The 35-hour 

week campaign in the power industry was revitalised by the 1969 ACTU Congress and 

taken up by the Electricity Commission Combined Unions Delegates Organisation 

(ECCUDO). A power workers conference in 1970 organised by the Labor Council of 

New South Wales (LCNSW) was presented with ECCUDO‟s proposals for a „vigorous 

and militant campaign‟,
65

 including a series of rolling strikes, hit and run stoppages and 

an overtime ban. However this tactic did not work, with both the ECNSW and the state 

government refusing to grant a 35-hour week. As a result, in early 1971 the LCNSW 

decided to commence a militant campaign. 

Premier Askin referred the dispute to the ICNSW, and a proposed indefinite 

stoppage was cancelled.
66

 The main argument relied on by the LCNSW, whose organiser 

led the negotiations,
67

 was that technological developments had increased productivity 

significantly and that this should be shared with the workers in that industry. In addition, 

this would grant the same working hours already enjoyed by a large proportion of the 

salaried staff in the ECNSW.  

The subsequent twenty month long inquiry by the ICNSW covered employees of 

both the ECNSW and the electricity councils. It concluded in February 1973 that the 

benefits from increased productivity and efficiency should be available to the 

community as a whole, not merely the section of it which happened to be employed in 
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the electricity industry.
68

 The ICNSW also pointed out that a differentiation in working 

conditions between salaried and wages staff was a fact of industrial life in Australia. 

This decision moved the claim out of arbitration and into direct action. 

Maintenance and operating bans were imposed, which 40-hour week salaried operators 

also participated in; and one or two key men were made unavailable so that maximum 

disruption occurred. Lack of availability of a few maintenance men prevented essential 

repair work, leading to shutdowns and power restrictions.
69

 This maximised pressure on 

the ECNSW while minimising the financial burden on the power workers and the unions 

involved. 

The campaign initially involved a series of strike actions (over 300 between 

February and July 1973),
70

 mainly in the state‟s major thermal power stations. The result 

was a progressive increase in the amount of maintenance and repair work not being 

completed, resulting in a reduction of available generating capacity.   

The campaign intensified between the 4 and 19 June 1973, and was marked by 

confrontation with salaried engineers attempting to restore and operate plant. These 

engineers faced violent intimidation, and became unwilling to do the work of 

maintenance employees.
71

 During this period, power plant operators also became more 

actively involved in the dispute, with a series of stoppages or threatened stoppages at 

short notice. These occurred on some 50 occasions at various power stations, resulting in 

chaos. In order to avoid alienating the public, it was decided that power generation 

would be a little less than normal demand, so that the ECNSW could maintain normal 

supply by accessing power from the SMHES. In order to enable this, some bans were 
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lifted and repairs undertaken. The government however was able to continue the power 

restrictions, since the ECNSW did not control supply to consumers. Selective zone 

blackouts resulted in mass stand downs. The electricity workers‟ response was to lift 

electricity output to a level that would meet industry requirements, thus calling the 

governments bluff, and shortly thereafter the electricity restrictions were lifted. 

Once the amount of maintenance work able to be carried out by salaried 

engineers was reduced, the third stage of the campaign commenced. Some power 

stations were shut down, including Munmorah PS, the second largest in the state, and 

two out of three units at the large Liddell PS were restricted in output.
72

 Similar 

restrictions and shutdowns at other power stations led to more power restrictions from 

Monday 25 June. This included significant restrictions on industrial power use, seen as 

unnecessary by the unions,
73

 and at one stage 500,000 workers were stood down.
74

  

The dispute was at a stalemate until Premier Askin, the unions and the LCNSW 

held a series of meetings. The matter of the reduced working week was referred back to 

the ICNSW, but with the terms of reference narrowed to the ECNSW only. As a result 

all power generating limitations were lifted by 10 August 1973. However the new 

inquiry reached the same conclusion as the earlier inquiry, that is, that no case for a 

reduction in ordinary working hours from a 40-hour week had been made.
75

  

As a result, on 20 September power workers decided to reduce power output, 

with supply only guaranteed for essential services, until they were granted the 35-hour 

week. However, all bans and limitations on output were lifted on 18 October so that the 

ACTU could take the dispute to the ACAC with an application for a 35-hour week for 
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power workers in South Australia, Tasmania and Victoria.
76

 It was expected that if the 

shorter week was granted, there would be a flow-on effect to the power industry in 

NSW. This effectively signalled defeat on the issue after almost three years of 

campaigning. The NSW state government emerged victorious,
77

 continuing to oppose 

the 35-hour week claim, and imposing blackouts intermittently. The Premier was 

accused of using the dispute for political ends, and this view was supported when he 

called a state election for early October on a theme of industrial law and order, around a 

campaign that focused on the power workers.  

This dispute has illustrated a different type of lengthy industrial campaign to that 

of the 1977 SECV dispute. In order to provide a further example for comparison, the 

1984-1986 SEQEB dispute over contract labour will be described next. 

SEQEB contract labour dispute, 1984-1986
78

 

In Queensland, Premier Bjelke-Petersen had long wished to stop strikes in 

essential services. In 1978, an Essential Services Bill with far-reaching powers was 

prepared and made law. Despite this, the new legislation was not used during the 35-

hour week campaign by Queensland power workers in 1980 which resulted in three 

major state-wide blackouts and significant power rationing. Cabinet declared a state of 

emergency, but when negotiations on the issue commenced, power was quickly 

restored.
79

 It was agreed that working hours would be reduced to 37.25 in 1980 and to 

36.25 in 1981, in return for the unions (including the ETU) agreeing to concessions 
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including the use of contractors. These concessions were rejected by mass meetings of 

ETU members in 1980,
80

 and so were not implemented.  

The ETU members in SEQEB had been vigorously opposed to the use of 

contract labour since SEQEB‟s formation in 1977. However, the appointment of a new 

Chief Executive Officer brought renewed interest in saving costs through the use of 

contract labour, and in 1983, SEQEB set out a policy on the use of contract labour for 

peak seasonal work. This was a departure from past practice which had been to use day 

labour exclusively. The new policy had been negotiated with the ETU, but was then 

rejected by the ETU State Council. In January 1984 SEQEB advised that work at a new 

estate would be done under contract. A ban on the work by local ETU members, 

followed by threats of further industrial action, resulted in the contractor ceasing work. 

Over the next few months, discussions between SEQEB and the ETU attempted to 

develop a formal agreement on the use of contract labour, but without result. In July 

1984 after discussions with the ETU, SEQEB advertised for expressions of interest by 

contractors to construct transmission lines, and in October, it announced the building of 

a new substation by contract labour. 

The ETU placed bans on all work associated with overhead transmission lines if 

they were constructed by contract labour. In December 1984, workers were placed in a 

„no work, no pay‟ situation and the dispute spread when other ETU members went on 

strike in support. The state Industrial Conciliation and Arbitration Commission (ICAC), 

which regulated the state‟s electricity industry, recommended that contractors should not 

commence until a later date, and that when the strikers returned to work SEQEB and the 

ETU should meet to agree on current and future contracts. Despite a series of meetings, 
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by January 1985 a contract labour proposal acceptable to the ETU had not been agreed.  

Over the next two months, a series of stop work meetings, bans on overtime, and strikes 

occurred, and the number of consumers without power on a regular basis increased. In 

early February 1985, ETU members at most SEQEB depots supported a call to strike 

indefinitely, and when the ICAC issued orders to return to work and to continue 

discussions, the ETU announced that it would not comply. 

In response, the Queensland government declared a month-long state of 

emergency on 7 February 1985. It issued Orders in Council including an order to 

SEQEB employees to return to work or be dismissed. On 8 February, letters to that 

effect were sent to the strikers, and on 11 February confirmation of dismissal letters 

were sent to approximately 900 (of about 1500) staff in Brisbane who had not returned 

to work as directed.
81

 The ICAC called a compulsory conference in February. It 

recommended that the dismissal notices and dismissals be withdrawn, and that 

deregistration proceedings be halted, provided that ETU members lifted all bans and 

limitations and returned to work. The government and SEQEB accepted the 

recommendations, but they were rejected by the ETU members unless there was a 

compromise by SEQEB on the contract jobs. SEQEB then advertised for staff to replace 

the dismissed employees, offering poorer conditions such as a longer working week 

(losing the 36 ¼ hour, 9-day fortnight), no union preference and a no-strike clause in the 

contract of employment.  

At that time bans by MOA members in the Queensland Electricity Commission 

(QEC) to support the ETU dispute resulted in severe power restrictions. This led to 

another Order in Council relating to maintaining the supply of electricity. Staff in power 

stations and handling coal were directed to return to work, and the Trades and Labor 
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Council of Queensland (TLCQ) recommended the restoration of power rather than risk 

loss of unity.
82

 When the state of emergency ended early in March, the government 

legislated to confirm the contract conditions of newly appointed SEQEB workers, to 

establish a new tribunal to manage industrial matters in the electricity supply industry, 

and to strengthen police arrest powers after alleged harassment of SEQEB workers. This 

effectively prevented any reversal of its actions taken during the period of the state of 

emergency.  

The ACTU planned a national campaign to isolate Queensland, and in April 

1985, action was taken across Australia by transport unions to blockade Queensland in 

protest. Another blockade in May affected air, rail and road freight, but this action halted 

after moves to transfer Queensland power workers to a federal award commenced.  

Neither the ACTU nor the TLCQ could resolve the dispute satisfactorily, and 

„despite blockades, protest marches, mass rallies, attempted intervention by the federal 

government, picketing and other methods of protest‟,
83

 the legislation was used, and the 

sacked workers remained sacked. Talks with the government late in 1985 over 

reinstatement of 120 workers without their previous entitlements were rejected by the 

SEQEB workers who refused to compromise.
84

 

The SEQEB dispute provides a significant contrast with both the ECNSW and 

the SECV lengthy disputes. The similarities and differences in the three disputes will be 

examined in the following section. This will be done by using some of the facets of 

Mobilisation Theory to compare and contrast specific areas across each of the three 

disputes. These facets are grievance, union mobilisation, and government/employer 

mobilisation. In addition, the specific wider contexts within which the three disputes 

occurred will be compared, as well as the specific outcomes of each dispute. This will 
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enable a consideration of the significant similarities and differences, and provide some 

insights into the unique features of the SECV dispute. 

Comparative discussion of the three lengthy disputes 

The previous two sections have provided brief descriptions of two lengthy 

disputes in the Australian electricity industry. The key features of each dispute will next 

be examined in a sequence arranged by the key attributes proposed by Mobilisation 

Theory for mobilisation. In this way we can examine the impact of grievance, and 

mobilisation by union/s, employer and government. Following this, the specific 

economic, political and industrial contexts within which each dispute occurred will be 

discussed, and the final outcomes, successful or otherwise, compared.  

Grievance 

The issues involved in the ECNSW and SEQEB disputes posed a significant 

challenge to managements and, since these were statutory authorities, their governments. 

The use of contract labour was a long standing and contentious issue in Queensland 

public sector employment and the electricity industry in particular.
85

 The contract labour 

issue had rankled with the ETU for many years and provided a significant collective 

grievance, justifying in the members‟ minds the need to take strong industrial action 

over an issue which threatened jobs and would dilute the strength of the ETU. The initial 

stances taken by both the SEQEB and the ETU left little room for negotiation, and 

SEQEB had no incentives to offer the ETU members for compliance.  

In NSW, the ACTU saw the power workers as the best hope for obtaining the 35-

hour week. The increase of productivity evident in the industry provided the basis for 

and justification of the collective grievance, together with the fact that a majority of 

salaried ECNSW employees already worked a thirty-five hour week. This promoted 
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dissatisfaction among the wages staff of the ECNSW, who perceived that they were 

being treated unfairly. 

In the SECV dispute, the trigger for the strike was the contract labour issue and 

the „no work, no pay‟ stand downs. The use of contract labour was a longstanding and 

emotive issue for the LV maintenance unions which had been fighting to regulate it for 

many years.
86

 This issue however later became subordinate to the slow-moving log of 

claims, which became dominant in the reporting of the dispute and its negotiation in the 

ACAC. 

In all three disputes the grievance was initially attributed by the union/s to the 

employer as the authority able to provide a satisfactory resolution of the issue. However, 

the significance of the grievance for the employees, their employer and the government, 

together with the uncompromising stance taken by all sides, meant that these disputes 

were likely to be hard fought and thus lengthy. 

Mobilisation by union/s 

There were significant differences between the three disputes in the way initial 

mobilisation was organised and by whom, the role of the state peak union body, and 

support from the wider community including union officials. However, in all three cases, 

there was no expectation, at least on the union side, that this would be anything other 

than a „normal‟ dispute. 

The disputes in both the ECNSW and the SECV involved multiple unions (22 in 

NSW, 11 in Victoria) in a fully unionised industry.
87

 The unions were well organised 

with a tradition of industrial action. The Queensland dispute was conducted by, and 
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mostly affected, the ETU. The ETU within SEQEB was a well organised and militant 

body used to taking industrial action.
88

  

The ETU seemed convinced that it could repeat its victory in the 1980 35-hour 

week campaign, and did not wish to be constrained by less militant unions.
89

 It appeared 

to have no clear strategy in place to handle the dispute, or any interest initially in 

working with the TLCQ or the ACTU.
90

 There was no expectation by the ETU that the 

sacked workers would not be reinstated
91

 and the state of emergency rescinded, as had 

happened in previous disputes. The workers considered that they were continuing to 

withdraw their labour, and nine months later refused an offer of reinstatement because 

their demands on the contract labour issue had not been met. 

This was not the view of the TLCQ which concluded that in a major 

confrontation the union movement could come out the loser and that greater militancy 

was to be avoided.
92

 The rank and file were not prepared to compromise, initially on the 

contract labour issue, and later in the dispute, on the issue of reinstatement. This put 

them at odds with both their own officials in the ETU, as well as with the TLCQ. 

The TLCQ was said to have been bypassed in this dispute until the later stages,
93

 

and was seen as supporting compromise.
94

 The TLCQ was also blamed for directing 

power station operators to cease load shedding before the case for injunctions was heard, 

against the wishes of the operators and their union.
95

 Once the limitations on power 

supply were lifted on 21 February 1985, the strength of the industrial action was lost. 

This was similar to the situation in Victoria, where the VTHC was not asked to offer 
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support to the dispute until late in the process. As in Victoria, there had been little 

consultation with state officials or VTHC involvement until the strike reached crisis 

point. In both states, the peak council had also to weigh up costs and benefits to the rest 

of the labour movement in that state. The TLCQ looked at the relative numbers involved 

- 1,000 dismissed out of a membership of 250,000 in Queensland - and decided that the 

needs of the majority were more important. The sacked men were viewed as able „to be 

sacrificed‟.
96

 While the TLCQ wanted to isolate and end the dispute, the workers 

involved felt that they were sacrificed for the sake of the ALP and union officials 

because of the forthcoming election, in direct opposition to the wishes of the union rank 

and file. Despite support from a range of unions and the rank and file for an escalation of 

industrial action across Australia or the state, the TLCQ would not do so.
97

 This was 

similar to the SECV 1977 dispute which also had significant rank and file support in 

some unions, especially the AMWSU, to escalate action state or nationwide. 

In NSW, union organisation was seen as generally highly centralised with 

continued reliance on the LCNSW to negotiate on significant issues.
98

 In addition, the 

LCNSW was more closely involved with public sector industrial relations when a Labor 

government was in office.
99

 However, the LCNSW appeared to be reluctant to authorise 

industrial action to advance the claims of the electricity workers. This was similar to 

Victoria, which emphasised negotiation by VTHC officials in multi-union disputes. 

However when it came to local action in the LV power stations, the CGTLC expected to 

play a significant local role in industrial mobilisation and exchange. ECCUDO, acting as 
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a de facto „peak union‟, was likewise available to the power station employees, and was 

driven by the rank and file.  

In NSW and Victoria, the willingness of shop committees at individual power 

stations, or in the LV in the case of Victoria, to take industrial action without the support 

of the official union movement was established well before these disputes.
100

 In the 

ECNSW dispute, the rank and file generated their own tactics independent of their 

officials or the LCNSW.
101

 However, the nature of the tactics meant that little cohesion 

of the power workers was required after the initial two-week strike. The absence of only 

a few key workers in the extended series of rolling strikes frustrated attempts to repair 

equipment and plant, and once the professional engineers were intimidated into 

refraining from performing maintenance functions, then little maintenance was done. 

However, the result was that the dispute then lost momentum because it was being run 

on an event-by-event basis. This may be attributed to a failure of leadership in 

maintaining cohesion and focus among the strikers. The lifting of power restrictions by 

the government at the end of 1973, the distancing of the salaried operators from the 

campaign and ECCUDO, and the decision by the LCNSW and the unions to place the 

35-hour week campaign in the hands of the ACTU, removed the focus of the grievance 

from the ECNSW, further reduced the cohesion of the group, and took the leadership 

initiative away from ECCUDO. 

There was no long term improvement of relations between ECCUDO and the 

LCNSW, resulting eventually in a perceived lack of support from the LCNSW, and 

opposition from the community and the trade union movement.  ECCUDO was seen as 

attempting to replace the authority of the LCNSW in the electricity industry by drawing 

up logs of claims, deciding on industrial campaign tactics and by attempting direct 
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negotiations with the ECNSW. ECCUDO continued to press for full recognition by the 

LCNSW; it also had the problem of not being recognized by many of the unions, apart 

from the FEDFA and AMWU.  

In the NSW dispute, the LCNSW had encouraged participation in the second 

inquiry since it saw a successful outcome as likely, even though some parts of the rank 

and file were against it.
102

 Reference to arbitration on two occasions influenced tactics 

and resulted in extending the campaign timelines and softening the determination of the 

workers to continue the dispute. The 35-hour week campaign effectively collapsed when 

the LCNSW handed it over to the ACTU. 

In Victoria, the industrial action including the strike was organised by the rank 

and file without approval from the state officials of the unions involved. This, together 

with the VTHC‟s uneasy relationship with the CGTLC, made the VTHC unwilling to 

support the strikers. Because the senior stewards also had roles within the CGTLC, that 

body was again seen as usurping the industrial authority and decision-making rights of 

the VTHC. However, unlike ECCUDO, the CGTLC was a formal off shoot of the 

VTHC, and most of the LV SECV wages unions were affiliated with it.  

A significant feature of both the SEQEB
103

 and SECV disputes was the extensive 

support of both other unions and the community in general Australia wide. Strike funds 

to assist the strikers were set up by the ETU, TLCQ and the ACTU during the 

Queensland dispute, and by the CGTLC and AMWSU in Victoria. However, in south-

east Queensland, the general public had been significantly affected by blackouts and 

delays in reconnecting power, and were probably more inclined to support the state 

government actions.
104
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The support provided by the Women‟s Committee was a significant feature of 

the SEQEB dispute. The Committee was formed to obtain media coverage of the dispute 

and to lobby. It also supported the men on strike, with members attending union 

meetings and involved in discussions and decisions, assisting on picket lines, visiting job 

sites, and soliciting financial and moral support from all over Australia.
105

 While there 

was still a feeling after the dispute that the women could have done more,
106

 the actions 

which they undertook were truly outstanding in this particular dispute. During the SECV 

dispute, while there was greater support from the family members of the LV strikers 

than in previous disputes, it was not as extensive as that provided by the SEQEB 

families.  

There was little support from the union movement and the community in NSW 

however. This may have because the militant campaign led by the power workers left 

them „isolated and opposed‟
107

 within the trade union movement. While there was some 

support during the latter part of the campaign by salaried ECNSW officers, they declined 

to become part of ECCUDO, instead preferring to form their own rank and file delegates 

association. This organisation was granted recognition by the majority of unions and 

permitted to negotiate directly with the ECNSW, thus leading to further resentment from 

wages employees. 

The three disputes have illustrated both similarities and differences in the type of 

mobilisation, who provided the initial mobilisation, the role of the peak council and the 

extent of wider support, including that from officials of the unions involved. These 

similarities and differences will also be shown in the following section, which will 
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discuss the mobilisation by the employer and/or the state government which occurred 

during each dispute. 

Mobilisation by government/employer 

In the three disputes, the campaign became political rather than focused on the 

industrial issues. This was not altogether surprising given that the disputes were 

occurring in state-owned enterprises providing an essential service. The government 

influenced both the employer attitude and the tactics used during the disputes. In both 

Victoria and NSW, an additional complication was the spectre of flow on to other 

statutory authorities. In NSW and Queensland, the electricity systems separated 

generation and distribution.  In NSW, distribution occurred through 40 separate 

authorities, while Queensland had seven distributors including SEQEB. This meant that 

while the total power output may have been determined by participants in the dispute, 

power restrictions and their severity remained out of their control and could be used to 

turn public opinion against the strikers. In Queensland, the shutdowns and power 

restrictions had a strong negative effect on a general public already upset by delays in 

reconnecting power after outages. The state government was able to capitalise on this to 

justify its actions. In NSW, the extended and extensive power restrictions which were 

put in place affected industry, commerce and the general community.  

During the SEQEB dispute, the government used the fact that the dispute was in 

an essential service, and that negotiations appeared deadlocked, to transform it into a 

„law and order‟ issue. This move to intervene was not unusual in Queensland, where 

governments had a history of direct intervention in industrial relations.
108

 Control over 

the dispute moved to the government rather than the employer once the state of 

emergency was declared. This meant that a greater range of sanctions was available, and 
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they gave strategic advantage to the government. The dispute provided the Queensland 

government with an excuse to introduce sweeping legislation controlling and curbing the 

activities of unionists and the union movement. The ICAC, which had been ignored at 

times by both sides, was replaced with a new body deemed more suitable to deal with 

the power industry. Six new statutes were passed, some with „indecent haste.‟
109

 They 

went far beyond the bounds of the actual dispute and granted wide powers to direct work 

related to the electricity industry and not only during emergency situations.
110

 

This dispute effectively ended with the issuing of the Orders in Council from the 

Queensland government which stopped the supporting industrial mobilisation by the 

power station operators. Once the opportunities for negotiating acceptance of a 

minimum level of use of contract labour and for reinstatement passed quite early in the 

dispute, the government was determined not to offer them again. This may be seen as a 

direct result of the refusal of the ETU members to negotiate around the contract labour 

issue in 1980. 

There was also legislative activity by the Victorian government during the 1977 

dispute. The ESA was amended for the second time that year. The Victorian Premier 

declared a state of emergency and invoked the ESA, although agreeing to withhold 

further action while a further hearing occurred in the ACAC.
111

 The Victorian 

government was not prepared to managed the dispute via a series of Orders in Council. 

The Victorian government, although it started deregistration proceedings, recognised the 

possibility of the dispute escalating state wide. It was prepared to hold back on issuing 

Orders in Council forcing a return to work in the hope that the proceedings in the 

ACAC, and the intervention by Bon Hawke, would effect a return to work.  
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In NSW, there was no similar legislative reaction by the state government. 

Instead it used power restrictions as a means of applying public pressure to the power 

station workers. In addition, it kept a firm stance against negotiating on the 35-hour 

week issue, instead preferring to allow the ICNSW to retain jurisdiction over the matter, 

despite its significance.  

In addition to these different reactions from the respective state governments, the 

wider political and economic context in each of the three states was different. The 

federal political and economic context at the time of each dispute was also different and 

impacted on the conduct and outcome of the disputes. These respective contexts will be 

discussed in more detail in the following section. 

Context 

The particular major issues involved in the three disputes, that is the contract 

labour issue, a significant pay rise and a common award (SECV), a 35-hour week 

(ECNSW), and the refusal to compromise on the use of contract labour (SEQEB), were 

all issues which leading to higher wage costs for the employing organisations.  

At the start of the SEQEB dispute in 1984, the Australian economy was still in 

recession following the resources bust of 1982. Inflation rose to over ten per cent, as did 

unemployment.
112

 This affected the economic performance of Queensland, due to its 

reliance on primary industries. A state recession was developing and unemployment in 

Queensland was amongst the highest in the country.
113

 In addition, the ETU did not take 

into account the anti-union attitude of the government, and its resentment over the 

previous rebuff on the contract labour issue.  

The political context had also changed significantly since 1980. In 1983, a split 

in the Liberal Party/National Party coalition in government since 1957 resulted in the 
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National Party governing in its own right. This removed the limits to the authority of the 

Premier since 1968, Joh Bjelke-Petersen.
114

 The state branch of the ALP believed that 

any escalation of the dispute would cost it votes in the forthcoming Queensland state 

election, but that industrial peace would help its chances at the polls.
115

 The TLCQ did 

not want to harm the ALPs electoral chances and so wanted the dispute resolved. There 

was also pressure on the cost of electricity, driving down demand.
116

 

In the federal sphere, the ACTU did not want the strike to threaten its wages 

Accord with the Federal (ALP) government, or jeopardise the chances of re-election of 

the Hawke Labor government. This suggested that the ACTU chose not to support the 

strikers with mass industrial action, thus limiting the amount of support it and the other 

unions were prepared to offer, especially over a cause which appeared to be lost.
117

 

Furthermore, Bob Hawke was seen as encouraging a compromise return to work,
118

 as 

he had been accused of doing with the 1977 strikers in Victoria. 

In Victoria, the delays in building new power stations were likely to lead to 

power restrictions, since demand was increasing and was likely to outstrip supply. The 

government was facing the land scandal issue, and was able to use the SECV dispute as 

a diversion. Despite Premier Hamer having a strong Liberal Party majority in the 

Legislative Assembly, he appeared reluctant to take action under the ESA which would 

escalate the dispute. He was more inclined to provide every opportunity for settlement, 

especially when Bob Hawke arrived on the scene. At that time, federal wage indexation 

principles were being firmly adhered to when considering disputes over wage issues, and 
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the SECV and the Hamer government were not going to be seen to support any wage or 

conditions increases which went against these principles.  

In NSW, the decision to build new power stations on coal fields rather than 

transport coal to city-based power stations had resulted in large modern plants with 

increased productivity. Sir Robert Askin had been re-elected at the state election in 

February 1971 and again in 1973, leading the Liberal-Country Party (later the National 

Party) coalition which had governed the state since 1965. The unfavourable state 

government political climate at the time of the 1973 ECNSW dispute, that is a Liberal 

coalition, meant that legislation for a reduced working week would not be a possibility. 

This had occurred in 1947 when the NSW Parliament legislated the 40-hour week as 

standard, in advance of a federal decision on that matter. In addition, the period around 

1973-74 was one of high inflation and increasing unemployment, making the state 

government less likely to agree to improved working conditions which would come at a 

significant cost to the government and thus the consumer. However, in the same vein as 

Premier Hamer in Victoria, while Askin had been given a mandate by voters in 1973 to 

legislate against disruptions to essential services,
119

 he preferred to use the ICNSW and a 

firm stand to manage the 35-hour dispute. It was not until 1976 that an ALP state 

government led by Neville Wran was elected with a slim majority. 

It can be seen that the state contexts in all three disputes were unlikely to support 

a positive outcome on the issue in contention. The respective governments took a firm 

line, which was also a response to the economic and political conditions at both state and 

federal level, and thus these contexts contributed to the outcome of each dispute. These 

outcomes will be discussed in the next section. 
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Outcome 

In each of the three disputes described, control over the electricity generating 

process was used to exert pressure on the employer to negotiate. However, any 

continued production of power was likely to reduce the possibility of a successful 

outcome for the unions. The SECV while producing minimum power was able to rely on 

the government and the public to apply pressure to the strikers; the ECNSW seemed 

poised to shut down the state but generation was increased and restrictions removed 

which resulted in a situation where the unions had given up their bargaining power; and 

in Queensland, the government ordered the power station operators back to work, 

leaving the ETU members without leverage. Such a situation is likely to result in 

significant tension between the strikers, who see a lack of results from their 

mobilisation, and their leaders, who may have encouraged or recommended the 

mobilisation and would lose face if they acknowledge that they have miscalculated.  

The 1977 dispute is different as regards the reasons for mobilisation. The rank 

and file went out in support of their colleagues over an issue which was peripheral to the 

log, but which had brought tensions to a head. The perceived leaders among the shop 

stewards needed to regain control and put some order into the walkout, perhaps hoping 

that this would increase pressure on the SECV for a negotiated settlement. They did this 

by taking the opportunity to focus the men back onto the log of claims and return 

cohesion to the maintenance group. This decision was supported when the rest of the 

maintenance men voted to join the strike. However, this meant that the issue became one 

which was less likely to receive support from the VTHC and the ACAC. 

In the 1977 SECV dispute, the short term gain was a small wages increase, and 

some move toward parity of conditions between wages and salaried employees of the 

SECV; in the longer term the maintenance workers achieved almost all of the claims in 
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the 1977 log, whether via the ACAC or by negotiation with the SECV (see Appendix 7 

for more detail). 

In Queensland, the ETU was apparently taken by surprise by the force and extent 

of the reaction by the Bjelke-Petersen government and may have operated differently 

with hindsight. However, past experience had given it no reason to expect that the 

government would not agree to a compromise,
120

 and that the dismissed workers would 

eventually be reinstated. At the time, the ETU thought that it needed to take a stand on 

the contract labour issue, without perhaps seeing that a stand on ETU membership would 

have done more to protect the jobs of its members and to retain employment conditions.  

The government used the dispute to deflect blame for the state‟s poor economic 

performance onto the unions. The government‟s victory over the SEQEB workers 

resulted in a renewed campaign to defeat and penalise unions in a number of industries 

in Queensland.
121

 The effect of this was to move the Queensland arbitration system away 

from resolving industrial disputes to the control of unions and the actions of their 

members.
122

 

As a result of the dispute, the level of contracting out in SEQEB increased far 

beyond what was planned. In 1985, contract labour was performing about 30 per cent of 

outdoor work, with plans to increase this to 40 per cent.
 123

 

The ECNSW maintenance employees were unsuccessful in obtaining a 35-hour 

week from their 1973 campaign. However, by 1980, the 37 ½ week was being worked 

by NSW power workers, and by 1982, the ECNSW workers had their 35-hour week and 
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9-day fortnight.
124

 This success accompanied a similar pattern in the power industry in 

other states: the employees of ETSA were granted the 37 ½ hour week on 17 November 

1977, and SECV workers were granted a 37 ½ hour week in January 1981. 

Conclusion 

The three disputes which have been discussed have provided different 

perspectives on the impact of grievance, types of mobilisation, support of peak union 

councils, the legacy effect of particular industrial histories and the wider political and 

economic context, on the outcomes of lengthy disputes. Factors such as the nature of the 

grievance and its potential to impact significantly on the employer; the continuation of 

production during mobilisation; the various power relationships which have developed 

and social interactions which occur; and employer actions including procrastination or 

refusal to bargain, may affect the length of a dispute. If the nature of the grievance is 

also perceived as a threat, for example affecting costs, government/customer relations or 

even the potential viability of an organisation, or as an issue which may alter the 

perceived balance of power between employee and employer, then this will also affect 

the opportunities for a successful and thus speedy end to the dispute, because of the 

extreme positions which may be taken by participants. 

Three lengthy disputes in the power industry in Australia, each containing a 

lengthy strike component, have been described. This enables the comparison and 

contrasting of factors which differentiated the three disputes and which contributed to 

the lengthy period before a resolution.  

In Victoria, there was a significant disjuncture between the trigger and the 

grievance which was negotiated on during the strike and this affected the perception of 

the reason for the strike; in NSW the 35-hour week remained constant as the aim and 
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grievance of the men; in Queensland, the ETU was slow to realize that the issue was no 

longer about contract labour but about saving the jobs of its members. 

In two of the disputes, the industrial mobilisation was started by the rank and file, 

supported in NSW by ECCUDO and the LCNSW, and in Victoria by the CGTLC. In 

Queensland, the mobilisation was under the direction of the ETU. There were marked 

differences in local support and union support. In Queensland, while families of the 

dismissed workers mobilised successfully, support from other unions appeared greater 

interstate. In NSW, the actions of the rank and file saw them alienated, with ECCUDO 

not generally being recognised or supported by the official union movement. In Victoria, 

both community support and support from the wider trade union movement was 

significant and ongoing. 

The extent of mobilisation for each dispute also differed. In Queensland, bans 

and strikes by ETU members at one depot were joined by a strike of ETU members 

across SEQEB. In NSW, mobilisation took the form of rolling strikes and absences of 

key maintenance personnel. In Victoria, the dispute commenced with bans and escalated 

to a walkout which became an indefinite strike in the LV. 

The extent of support from state peak councils was also different. In Queensland, 

the TLCQ did not want to be involved in a major dispute. In NSW, the LCNSW did not 

recognize ECCUDO as a bargaining agent for the power industry, but was supportive of 

the push for a 35-hour week. In Victoria, the VTHC was reluctant to support a wildcat 

strike until it was forced to do so by the extensive positive response of many of its 

affiliates. In NSW and Victoria, peak council support was probably influenced by the 

poor relationships between ECCUDO and the LCNSW, and the CGTLC and the VTHC 

respectively.  
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One significant difference was in the mobilisation by the respective 

governments. In Queensland the government acted swiftly and backed up its actions by 

legislation and a new industrial tribunal. In Victoria the action was less extreme, 

although a state of emergency was declared and options for manning the power stations 

if the strike spread were considered. In NSW the government took a firm stand, but 

handed the issue over to the ICNSW.  

In the short term, none of the three disputes could be said to have had a 

successful outcome for the unions involved. 

In all three cases, the political, economic and industrial environment had 

undergone major change in the recent few years, becoming less conducive to support for 

a campaign for a significant improvement in working conditions. The other allied factor 

was the threat to the employer-employee balance of power posed by the nature of the 

grievance and the type of mobilisation implemented. The three disputes confirm that it is 

important to identify the specific context, and recent changes to it, since this is a major 

factor in the success or otherwise of a campaign.  

The description, comparison and analysis of the significant factors present in 

each of three significant disputes within the state-owned electricity industry in Australia 

has enhanced our understanding of lengthy strikes and disputes. In conjunction with the 

more detailed context, narrative and analysis of the 1977 SECV maintenance workers‟ 

dispute which has been provided in this thesis, this comparison of three lengthy disputes 

has also provided further insights into the distinguishing features of that dispute. 
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Chapter Nine: Conclusion 

The 1977 maintenance workers‟ dispute lasted from March 1977 to December 

1979, with the most high profile and contentious part of the dispute being an 11-week 

strike between 9 August and 25 October 1977. During that period, the Victorian Premier 

amended the Essential Services Act 1958 (Vic) and had a state of emergency declared, 

and the maintenance workers were sent letters dismissing them from the SECV. 

Two sets of research questions were posed at the beginning of this thesis. The 

first set of questions asked why the strike occurred, given the insistence by the SECV 

during the 1970s on referring claims to arbitration? Moreover, what event or events 

precipitated the decision to strike? The second set of research questions include, why did 

the strike last for such a long period? What factors encouraged its continuation? These 

were important questions, because the literature in general has not distinguished short 

strikes from protracted battles, despite the cost of the latter to participants, employers 

and often, to other workers. 

In answering the first set of questions, the expectation when the log of claims 

was drawn up and presented to the SECV early in 1977 was that it would be a low key 

dispute. The maintenance workers did not rush into industrial action, which in the first 

instance took the form of bans. The strike was not planned but was ignited by the 

deliberate actions of the SECV, which implemented a „no work, no pay‟ situation over 

the issue of contract labour. This caused a walkout. Frustration over the perceived lack 

of action on the log of claims by the VTHC and the state and federal branches of the 

relevant unions confirmed the decision to strike. The items in the log were revived when 

hearings began in the ACAC, giving the false impression that the strike began over the 

claims. 
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In answering the second set of questions, a combination of factors was involved 

in maintaining the dispute. These included the involvement of the rank and file in 

picketing, rallies, fundraising and the mass meetings. These all helped to retain the 

cohesion and morale of the strikers. The support offered by the community and families 

was also important. These provided social activities and structures which assisted to 

sustain the mobilisation. The continued presence of the media assisted the retention of a 

united front, with attacks on the group (for example in the infamous This Day Tonight 

broadcast) strengthening the feeling of „them and us‟. The media reporting of such 

lengthy disputes may make them too public to settle, providing another factor which 

serves to sustain them. The use of John Halfpenny to deliver the „bad news‟ at mass 

meetings served to further enhance group solidarity by enabling the deflection of such 

bad news away from the local shop stewards. In the later stages of the strike, the moral 

support from the operations unions over the threats to use the ESA and to dismiss the 

strikers was also relevant. The effect of the local industrial identity, and its related range 

of relationships, was therefore important in maintaining the dispute. 

In addition, continuing the strike may have become a matter of saving face and 

gaining concessions rather than backing down empty handed. Thus the proceedings in 

the ACAC became a circular process, with the SECV refusing to give answers on some 

of the claims, Commissioner Vosti refusing to hand down a decision, and the men 

refusing to go back to work without something „in hand‟. The dispute was brought to an 

end only with the intervention of Bob Hawke, supported by the persuasion of Sam 

Armstrong at the final mass meeting. Leadership figures at the local level which had 

been key in sustaining the dispute, became the means by which it was brought to an end. 

The 1977 dispute was analysed using the facets of Mobilisation Theory, which is 

based on social processes rather than institutions to explain industrial mobilisation. In 
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the case of the 1977 dispute, I conclude that its strength lies in explaining the beginning 

and ending of the dispute. The social and power relationships, both in the workplace and 

outside it, which had been important in establishing the context of the dispute, were also 

important in sustaining it. These relationships included those between the rank and file 

and the local community, between the LV members and their officials, between the 

CGTLC and the VTHC, and within the SECV. In this dispute, it was the rank and file 

who were proactive. The SECV, the government, the ACTU and the VTHC reacted to 

their decisions until the very end of the dispute. The detailed account of the dispute has 

demonstrated the importance of the leadership of the local shop stewards, who played 

strong roles in both sustaining and terminating the dispute. This supports the emphasis 

on leadership within Mobilisation Theory. 

I have argued that the context is a critical factor which may be overlooked in 

examining the causes of strikes and the reasons for lengthy disputes in particular. While 

Mobilisation Theory contributes to an explanation of why industrial mobilisation is 

maintained, in this instance, an examination of the context at the time provides a better 

identification of the factors which prolonged the dispute. The critical factors in both the 

local and the wider context intersected once the men commenced the strike, creating a 

situation wherein the men, the state government and the SECV were unwilling to 

compromise. This was a battle which the LV maintenance men were not going to win, 

especially when it involved an unsanctioned, wildcat strike run by a group of shop 

stewards, and without the support of either the ACTU or the VTHC. 

The local context, which forms an important element of the dispute, has 

demonstrated the importance of place in forming the local industrial identity, and the 

tensions which resulted between action at the local and state scales. Within the local 

identity, distinctions between salaried and wages workers, and between those based 
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locally and elsewhere, were also important. The industrial culture of the LV unions, and 

the nature of the interactions between management, unions and peak councils set the 

tone for industrial relations within the SECV.  

A fundamental change was required in the climate at work, which was such that 

it encouraged conflict. This was not only because of the SECV and its approach to work 

and industrial relations, but also because of the demarcations and union differences 

which had developed over many years in an effort to protect jobs and union territory. 

The analysis of the dispute in this thesis has called on literature from outside the 

traditional industrial relations discipline. The combination of the literature around 

economic and human geography with that derived from social movement theory in the 

form of Mobilisation Theory has demonstrated the usefulness of going beyond 

traditional analysis of industrial disputes. The examination of the local industrial identity 

which developed within the local industrial history based in a particular place, together 

with the impact this identity had on the determination of the scale of action during the 

dispute, and the reaction to the counter-mobilisation which resulted, has confirmed the 

relevance of this literature to the analysis of lengthy disputes. The emphasis in 

Mobilisation Theory on the roles of networks and relationships complements the 

important roles played by place and scale as they influence the actions and responses 

around industrial mobilisation. It has allowed a more informed understanding of the 

social and power relationships and the events which were involved; provides a better 

understanding of the interactions which occur; and thus offers a greater opportunity to 

explain why lengthy disputes occur and how they are sustained.  

The restrictions on time and length inherent in completing a thesis meant that 

there were a number of limitations on the research. It was often difficult to trace 

participants, since after 30 years, many were deceased or had moved away from the LV. 
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In addition, it was generally not possible to do other than infer the role of the 

government, since access to the papers of the Victorian Cabinet for that period was 

unavailable.  

The narrative and analysis of the dispute has highlighted a number of areas 

which would benefit from further research. These include the role of families and 

particularly women in supporting the dispute, and the effect this support had on the 

family unit. This support was acknowledged to be more extensive during this dispute 

than in previous disputes of the SECV maintenance workers. It would also be of interest 

to have input from a wider range of people and organisations affected by the dispute, for 

example local councils, and the local Members of Parliament, if they are still able to be 

contacted. 

Another area which would provide data of interest is an examination of the 

relationship between the reporting of the dispute by the various media, and its effect on 

community opinion about, and support or otherwise for, the dispute. In addition, the 

differences in attitude, if any, between residents of the LV, Melbourne, and other rural 

Victorian communities would be of interest. Research to ascertain the role of the state 

government in the management of the dispute would be facilitated when the papers of 

the Victorian Cabinet become available to the public from 2013.  

The use of the oral testimonies from those involved in the dispute has enhanced 

both the narrative of the dispute and its analysis. They added a subjective and less formal 

view compared to the accounts available in documentary sources. In addition, they 

provided an important element in examining the social relationships which existed at the 

time, in setting the local context, and in assessing the impact of the dispute. 

This thesis has provided the opportunity to hear the voices of the participants in 

the dispute. These were the rank and file, the shop stewards, the union officials and the 
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supervisors and managers in the SECV. They have had a chance to express their feelings 

and hopes, their disappointments, and to reflect on the dispute and its aftermath in both 

personal terms and in its impact on their community. The bitterness which remains a 

legacy of the dispute is not between the SECV and the rank and file, but rather between 

the rank and file who went out on the grass and their fellow workers from the staff 

unions, the MOA and the FEDFA, who did not support them.  

The rank and file involved in the strike recognised in the end that they were not 

just fighting the SEC, but also the federal and state governments, the ACAC, the ACTU 

and their own unions. None of these had any intention of backing down. 

Was there a „winner‟? The state government was made to look weak by 

threatening to use the ESA and then backing down in favour of letting Bob Hawke settle 

the dispute. The SECV was said to have lost the trust of its employees. Certainly the 

maintenance employees, who fought „to the bitter end‟, and who returned to work 

defeated, were not the winners. Perhaps the only winner was the Federal government 

which had shown that it expected adherence to the wage indexation guidelines. These 

were supported by the decision of the ACAC in the work value case. This dispute has 

illustrated that a determined government is not likely to be defeated by a small group of 

workers, no matter how committed. It was left to the maintenance workers to wear the 

results and to pick their work and family lives again. 

The 1977 SECV maintenance workers‟ dispute was an important regional labour 

dispute in the industrial history of the Latrobe Valley and the SECV. Yet despite this, 

there has been a lack of attention in the academic literature to this dispute. This thesis, 

through the narrative and analysis of this dispute, has informed regional industrial 

relations as well as adding to the literature of lengthy disputes. It has enriched local 

social and corporate history, and offered new insights into labour history practice.  The 



320 

 

use of Mobilisation Theory in the analysis of the dispute has demonstrated the 

usefulness and applicability of this new paradigm in industrial relations. This thesis has 

contributed to the discipline of industrial relations by an extension to Mobilisation 

Theory on the importance of context, not only in the workplace but also within the wider 

community. 
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Appendix 1: Key personalities involved in the 1977 dispute 

ARMSTRONG, Sam (1927-1989):  Sam Armstrong was a Scottish immigrant who 

took up employment at the SECV as a metal worker in 1957. He was a firm believer in 

shop floor organising, and was an acknowledged communist in Australia. He was also 

active in LV community matters, becoming a member of the Gippsland Institute of 

Advanced Education Council. He travelled to Russia twice in his life, once as a union 

representative and once in retirement. Sam was a shop steward for the AMWSU from 

1957-85, Secretary of the SSC and Secretary of the Combined SECV Shop Committees 

(Victoria) 1959-1983, Secretary of the LV branch of the AMWSU 1957-84, State 

Councillor and State Conference delegate AMWSU 1970-84 and President of the 

CGTLC 1975-1985. At the time of the dispute, Sam was AMWSU shop steward, 

Secretary of the LV Branch of the AMWSU, Secretary of the SSC, and President of the 

CGTLC. He retired from the SECV in 1984. 

 

DE CAMPO, William (Bill) (    -1978): He joined the SECV as a laboratory assistant in 

1945 and became a cadet engineer the following year. He became Manager of the 

Electricity Development Department in 1968 and Assistant General Manager 

(Administration) in 1971. In 1974 he was appointed Assistant General Manager 

(Operations) with the SECV, which included responsibility for LV operations. In this 

role he coordinated the establishment of the four LV departments and two Head Office 

departments into an Operations Group and led this group. During the 1977 dispute, he 

was „indefatigable in his personal efforts to resolve the most serious industrial 

confrontation the Commission has experienced.‟
1
 He died in March 1978 after several 

months of illness. 

 

FRASER, Malcolm AC (1930-   ): Malcolm Fraser was elected Liberal member for 

Wannon in Western Victoria in 1955. He gained his first Cabinet post as Minister for the 

Army in 1966 and later became Minister for Education and Science (1968-1969 and 

1971-1972) and Minister for Defence (1969-1971). He became leader of the Liberal 

Party in March 1975, and on 11 November was appointed caretaker Prime Minister after 

Governor-General Sir John Kerr dismissed Gough Whitlam‟s Labor government. The 

Fraser Coalition government was returned a month later with the largest landslide of any 

federal election, and Fraser served as Prime Minister until 1983. Malcolm Fraser was 

said to seek the middle ground of politics through flexibility and compromise.
2
  

 

HALFPENNY, John (1935-2003):  John Halfpenny was an active member of the 

Eureka Youth League and a member of the Communist Party of Australia until 1979, 

spending a year in Russia in the early 1960s. He joined the ALP in 1983 and stood as a 

Senate candidate in 1986. He served as Secretary of the VTHC from 1987 to 1995 and 

was an Executive member of the ACTU. Halfpenny was Victorian State Secretary of the 

AMWSU from 1970 to 1988. 

 

HAMER, Sir Rupert (Dick) (1916-2004): He served in Europe during World War II, 

and was elected Liberal Member of the Legislative Council for East Yarra province in 

1958. He went on to become member for Kew in the Legislative Assembly and Deputy 

                                                 
1
 PROV, VPRS 9670/P1/Unit 60, Commissioners‟ meeting, 13 April 1978. 

2
 Samuel, 'Fraser hesitated right to the last possible moment'. 
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Premier in 1971. After Sir Henry Bolte‟s retirement in 1972, he became Premier of 

Victoria and the first person in Australia to hold the official title of Minister for the Arts. 

In the State election of 1973, the Liberal Party retained power with its largest percentage 

of the vote in 50 years, giving it a secure majority in its own right.
3
 Although Hamer was 

a respected and popular parliamentarian, he resigned as Premier in 1981 after party 

discord. 
4
 

 

HAWKE, R.J.L. (Bob) AC (1929- ): Bob Hawke joined the ACTU as Research Officer 

in 1958, and gained a reputation as an industrial advocate. He was elected ACTU 

President between 1969 and 1980. In 1973 he was also elected president of the ALP for 

a five-year term. He was blamed for the soaring increases in wages during the Whitlam 

federal government years of the early 1980s, „an industrial firebrand fighting tooth and 

nail for workers‟ rights and conditions‟.
5
 Yet he was also an important link between the 

Fraser government and the unions, and became known for his ability to negotiate 

settlements in high-profile, difficult disputes. During 1977 he was seen to dominate 

discussion of industrial matters, led negotiations on disputes, shaped a variety of 

important ACTU policies, and through a high profile as a conciliator and mediator came 

to be seen by some as the real opposition to the federal Fraser government.
6
 In 

September 1980 he announced that he would contest pre-selection for the federal seat of 

Wills, and he went on to win the seat the following month. He was elected as Leader of 

the Opposition in February 1983 and he became Prime Minister at the Federal election in 

March 1983. With eight years in office, Bob Hawke was Australia‟s longest-serving 

Labor Prime Minister. His political style was characterised as based on „negotiation and 

accord‟.
7
 

 

MANSINI, Norman AM: In 1963 he was appointed Chairman of the Coal Reference 

Boards under the four coal mining industry awards operating only in Queensland. He 

continued in this tole after his appointment as a Conciliator in 1970, and then as a 

Commissioner to the ACAC in August 1972. He was a member of the panel which 

included responsibility for stevedoring, the oil industry, clerks (with some exceptions), 

clothing trades, and textiles. He continued as a Commissioner until 1989.  

 

MILES, Ross: Ross was employed by the SECV in the LV and was a shop steward for 

the BWIU.  At the time of the dispute, Ross was immediate past President of the SSC, 

and area secretary, BWIU.  

MOORE, Sir John AC (1915-1998):  He was an Australian jurist appointed to the 

ACAC in August 1959. In 1973 he became the presiding judge of the ACAC and 

remained in this capacity until 1985. He was knighted in 1976, and appointed a 

Companion of the Order of Australia in 1986. 

ONGER, Franz (1926-2001):  A member of the touring Vienna Boys Choir, he was 

stranded in Australia when World War II was declared in September 1939. He came to 

                                                 
3
 Jean Holmes, The government of Victoria, University of Queensland Press, St. Lucia, Qld., 1976, p. 126. 

4
 John Arnold and Deirdre Morris (eds), Monash biographical dictionary of 20th century Australia, Reed 

Reference Publishing, Port Melbourne, Vic., 1994, p. 230. 
5
 Peter Manning, 1977- a journalist's perspective, Canberra, National Archives of Australia, 2008. 

6
 Carr, 'Australian trade unionism in 1977'. 

7
 Graham Little, 'Leadership styles: Fraser and Hawke', in Brian Head and Allan Patience (eds), From 

Fraser to Hawke, Longman Cheshire, Melbourne, 1989, pp. 9-36, p. 23. 

http://wapedia.mobi/en/Australia
http://wapedia.mobi/en/Australian_Conciliation_and_Arbitration_Commission
http://wapedia.mobi/en/Knight_Bachelor
http://wapedia.mobi/en/Order_of_Australia
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the LV in 1949. Franz became an organiser for the Federated Liquor and Allied 

Industries Employees‟ Union. He was Secretary of the CGTLC between 1966 and 1983.  

 

STONE, Ken AO (1926-2006):  He was elected as Secretary of the VTHC in July 1969, 

having previously been Assistant Secretary, and guided the Victorian union movement 

through 16 years until July 1985. He led the VTHC through some tumultuous years 

which included the suspension of 27 unions, mostly left-wing, between 1967 and 1973 

over the issue of representation on the VTHC (the „split‟), and the bans on the building 

of Newport PS. He was seen by some unions as being on the Right politically.
8
 

 

TRETHOWAN, Charles AM (1926-   ): He commenced with the SECV in 1941 as a 

junior clerk at Ballarat. After serving in the RAAF during World War II, he completed a 

Bachelor of Commerce and moved to the SECV at Yallourn. He was promoted through 

a number of commercial roles before being appointed Deputy General Manager in 1971, 

with responsibility for the day-to-day administration of the SECV. He was appointed 

Chairman and General Manager in December 1974, the youngest Chairman ever 

appointed and the first with a commercial background.
9
 The roles of Chairman and 

General Manager were separated in 1983, with Trethowan continuing as part-time 

Chairman from March 1983 until his retirement in November 1987. 

 

TURNBULL, Ted:  At the time of the dispute, Ted was ETU steward, Secretary of the 

ETU LV sub-Branch, President of the SSC and Vice President of the CGTLC. He was 

LV regional organiser for the ETU between 1979 and 1989, when he resigned to take up 

a human relations position with the SECV.
10

 

 

VOSTI, Allan AM (1915-2007): He served in the Australian Armed Forces during 

World War II. He joined the Department of Supply, becoming Director of Industrial 

Relations. He served as a Commissioner to the ACAC from November 1972 to 1980, 

servicing the building and construction industry, the metal trades in the electricity 

industry of Victoria, South Australia and Tasmania, the oil industry, and municipal 

officers in the electricity generating authorities. He was the inaugural Chairman of the 

Victorian Building Industry Disputes Board between 1981 and 1988. From 1989 he was 

involved in private arbitrations related to the ACAC.  

 

WRAGG, George (1927-2000): He trained as a millwright in the Royal Ordnance 

Factory and served in the Royal Navy during World War II before emigrating to 

Australia. He was employed by the SECV for 30 years (1956-1986), and was variously 

Secretary 1960-64, President 1965-71, and then Senior Vice President of the CGTLC. At 

the time of the dispute, George was a shop steward for the AMWSU, President of the 

LV Branch of the AMWSU, Executive Committee member of the CGTLC, and a 

member of the CGTLC Disputes Committee.  

  

                                                 
8
 Purdham, A century of struggle: a history of the Electrical Trades Union of Australia Victorian Branch, 

p. 106. 
9
 State Electricity Commission of Victoria, Annual report 1987-88, State Electricity Commission of 

Victoria, Melbourne, 1988, p. 10. 
10

 Purdham, A century of struggle: a history of the Electrical Trades Union of Australia Victorian Branch, 

p. 171. 
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Appendix 2: Timeline of events in the 1977 dispute 

1977 

 

 

MONTH DATE EVENT 

March 25 Mass meeting approves the 1977 log of claims 

 30 List of claims sent to AGM (O) by F. Onger, Secretary of the 

CGTLC 

   

April 6 Reply to log of claims from AGM (O) that the log should be 

served through the proper channels 

 13 VTHC and OIRC advised of log of claims and SEC reply 

   

May 3 VTHC meeting with unions to discuss log of claims. Authority 

to negotiate transferred to the VTHC 

 16 VTHC meeting with unions to discuss the log agreed that it 

should be served on the SECV. 

 31 VTHC asks unions to clarify agreement over Power Industry 

Award 

 31 Series of lunchtime mass meetings called over the delay in 

VTHC action on the log 

   

June 15 Availability and overtime bans imposed by maintenance 

employees at mass meeting which criticised inaction by VTHC 

 16 Leave restrictions introduced by SECV for maintenance 

employees applying overtime and availability bans 

 30 MTF unions meeting expresses concern over delay in progress 

over the claims 

   

July  6 Ban on temporary shift work imposed by maintenance 

employees at mass meeting 

 8 MTF unions meeting endorses the claims and divided them into 

3 categories – 35 hour week to be processed by ACTU; award 

items to be covered by application to vary the Metal Trades 

Award; and remaining conditions claims processed via VTHC  

 9 SSC advised that the ETU and AMWSU have notified the 

ACAC of the claims 

   

August  5 Availability and overtime bans by the ETU extended to the rest 

of the state  

 5 Application by the ETU to vary the Metal Trades Award (SECV 

Appendix)  

 8 No work, no pay action by SECV over contract labour issue and 

refusal by maintenance employees to work temporary shifts 

 9 Indefinite stoppage commenced by maintenance employees after 

mass meeting 

 15 VTHC meeting of unions to discuss the log 
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 16 Mass meeting decides to continue the strike 

 22 VTHC forwards conditions claims to SECV 

 23 ETU application to vary the Metal Trades Award, 1952 listed for 

hearing before Commissioner Vosti  

 24 Mass meeting decides to lift bans and return to work at 7.30am 

on 25 August 

 25 Return to work 

 25 Hearing before Commissioner Vosti. The SECV announced that 

it required four more days to consider the claims 

 26 Men walk off the job. Mass meeting resolves not to resume work 

until 7.30am on 29 August 

 29 Return to work  

 30 Private conference SECV and unions at ACAC. SECV 

announces that it will consider some of the claims but not make 

offers for another seven days  

 31 Mass meeting decides to strike again and calls on the CGTLC to 

convene a Disputes Committee 

   

September  1 SECV advertises tenders for maintenance and new works 

contracts without prior discussion with the CGTLC 

 1 SECV advises VTHC that it is not prepared to discuss the 

remaining claims until there is a full resumption of work  

 2 CGTLC Disputes Committee meeting 

 13 & 

14 

SECV maintenance employees in the metropolitan area 

undertake 48-hour stoppage 

 15 Hearing before Commissioner Vosti, and private meeting 

SECV/unions. SECV offers to be advised on 20 September, if 

the mass meeting to be held on 19 September agrees to a return 

to work 

 19 Shop stewards‟ meeting recommends continuation of strike. 

Supported overwhelmingly by mass meeting  

 26 Mass meeting rejects proposals agreed to by Commissioner 

Vosti/SECV/shop stewards. Decision to continue strike and 

establish picket lines against road transport of coal from 

Yallourn to Morwell 

 27 Hearing on dispute re-commenced before Commissioner Vosti 

 27 Electricity restrictions and restrictions on briquette supply 

imposed 

 28 SECV requests a Full Bench hearing 

 29 & 

30 

Commissioner Vosti continues hearing case 

 30 Mass meeting confirms continuation of strike 

   

October  1 Commissioner Vosti hands down proposal for return to work 

 3 Announcement by state government that it will invoke the 

Essential Services Act if the men do not return to work on 4 

October 

 4 Shop stewards agree to recommend to mass meeting that the 

Vosti proposal be rejected. Mass meeting endorses the stewards 
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recommendation and continues the stoppage 

 5 Hearing referred to a Full Bench  

 5 Victorian government proclaims a state of emergency  

 6 Full Bench hearing commences 

 9 Power restrictions tightened from midnight 

 11 Victorian government applies to invoke the bans clauses in 

awards, and to deregister four of the unions involved 

 11 ACTU calls a meeting of federal and state officials, VTHC, shop 

stewards  

 12 Anomalies conference held and issue referred to an Anomalies 

Bench 

 13 Mass meeting agrees to the recommendation to return to work 

from midnight that day on a 40-hour shift basis. Meeting also 

agreed to return to work without restrictions from Monday 17 

October 

 13-15 Anomalies proceedings commence 

 14 Return to work 

 17 Mass meeting decides to resume normal work, and to reconvene 

on 18 October 

 18 Anomalies Bench decision that no wage increased was justified 

 18 Mass meeting votes to strike indefinitely 

 18 AGM (O) letter sent to strikers advising them to return to work 

by 21 October or be dismissed 

 19 SECV advertises for maintenance tradesmen 

 19-21 FEDFA, MOA and AIMPE resolve not to work with outside 

labour or to operate plant repaired by outside labour 

 19 ACTU calls meeting of unions, shop stewards and VTHC to 

propose a work value study 

 20 SECV applies for referral to a Full Bench  

 20 Commissioner Mansini commences hearing work value case 

 25 Mass meeting agrees to return to work from afternoon shift 

without bans, limitations or restrictions 

 25 Work value proceedings resume before Commissioner Mansini 

 26 Electricity restrictions removed from 8 pm, after 29 days 

 31 Victorian government withdraws de-registration application 

   

November  3 Unions accept SECV conditions offers 

   

December  20 SECV applies for a Full Bench hearing 
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1978 

 

MONTH DATE EVENT 

February 16 Work value case concludes 

   

March 21 Work value case decision handed down by Commissioner 

Mansini. Decision applies only to unions working under the 

Metal Trades Award, 1952  

   

April 6 Stop work meeting to consider the work value case decision. 

Maintenance unions vote against industrial action  

   

May 23 Commissioner Vosti proceeds with interim SECV building trades 

award hearing 

   

September 8 Commissioner Vosti hands down The SECV Building Trades 

Award, 1978 

   

December  SECV appeals against The SECV Building Trades Award, 1978 

 

 

1979 

 

May 11 SECV appeal against The SECV Building Trades Award, 1978 

dismissed    

   

December 4 Justice Alley hands down The SECV Building Construction 

Employees and Builders‟ Labourers‟ Award, 1979 
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Appendix 3: List of interviewees by affiliation 

 

 

1. SECV  

Manager (2) 

Industrial Relations Manager/Officer (3) 

Public Relations Manager (1)  TOTAL = 6 

 

 

2. Maintenance union members 

AMWSU member 

AMWSU steward 

FIA member 

FIA steward 

OPDU steward 

ETU steward    TOTAL = 6 

 

 

3. Union officials 

ABCE&BLF organiser 

ETU official    TOTAL = 2 

 

 

4. Non-maintenance union members 

FEDFA organiser 

MOA supervisor x 2 

MOA steward 

MOA organiser   TOTAL = 5 

 

 

5. Family members 

Son 

Wife     TOTAL = 2 

 

 

6. Others 

GTLC executive member  

Commissioner Vosti   TOTAL = 2 
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Appendix 4: List of interviewees by participant category1 

 

 

Date of interview  Participant Affiliation Age at time 

of dispute 

Location of 

interview 

29 August 2007 A Family 

member 

27 GTLC office 

3 September 2007 B Union 27 GTLC office 

4 September 2007 C SECV 41 Home 

5 September 2007 D SECV 34 Home 

5 September 2007 E SECV  53 Home 

6 September 2007 F SECV 35 Home 

18 September 2007 G Union 26 Monash 

University 

18 September 2007 H Union 23 Home 

19 September 2007 J SECV 37 Home 

24 September 2007 K Union 30 Home 

25 September 2007 L Union Early 40s Home 

27 September 2007 M SECV  55 Home 

29 September 2007 N Union 54 Home 

1 October 2007 O Union 45 Telephone 

1 October 2007 P SECV 46 Home 

10 October 2007 R Union 49 Monash 

University 

10 October 2007 S Family 

member 

25-30 Monash 

University 

11 October/23 

November 2007
2
  

T SECV 38 Home 

16 October 2007 V Union 30? Work 

16 October 2007 W Union 21 Monash 

University 

23 October 2007 X Union 25ish Monash 

University 

23 & 24 October 

2007 

Y Commissioner 62 Telephone 

25 October 2007 Z Union 31 Work 

 

  

                                                 
1
 This table provides further information on the interviewees while still de-identifying them 

2
 The initial recording ceased after 20 minutes and the interview was rescheduled. 
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Appendix 5: Interview rates by category of 1977 dispute 

participants (as at November 2007) 

 

 

 

 

 Names 

(no.) 

Deceased Contacted 

By 

researcher 

Responded 

After 

contact 

Agreed to 

be 

Interviewed 

SECV Manager 16 4 10 7 6 

Union member-

FEDFA 

8 2 3 0 0 

Union member-

MOA 

6 2 4 4 3 

Maintenance 

union member 

36 12 18 9 6 

Industrial 

officer/organiser 

(all unions) 

7 1 4 3 3 

Union official 

(all unions) 

7 4 1 1 1 

Name only, no 

affiliation 

known 

14 Unknown 1 0 0 

GTLC 

involvement 

2 1 1 1 1 

Family member 3  2 2 2 

Other 1  1 1 1 

 100 26+ 45 27 23 
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Appendix 6: Unions, awards and employees involved in the 

1977 strike
1
 

 

Award/Determination Union/s covered Nos in SECV Nos in LV 

SECV 
Nos on strike 

Metal Trades Award 

1952 
AMWSU, ETU, 

ASE, Moulders‟, 

FIA 
 

6042 2795 2139 

Building and 

Construction Employees 

and Builders‟ Labourers‟ 

Award 1973 

ABCE&BLF 100 83 82 

Carpenters and Joiners‟ 

Award 1967 
ASC&J, BWIU 165 87 66 

Timber Industry 

Consolidated Award 

1974 

ATWU 29 2 2 

Vehicle Industry 

(Roping-in no.1) Award 

1974 

VBEFA 37 9 9 

Painters Wages Board 

Determination 
OPDU 183 110 97 

Other wages 

awards/determinations 
See below

2 1505 584  

Municipal Officers‟ 

Association of Australia 

(SECV) Award 1975 

MOA, AIMPE, 

ETU, FEDFA, 

AAESDA 

7088 1671  

Professional Engineers 

(SECV) Award 1965 
APEA 1230 160  

Engine Drivers & 

Firemens‟ (SECV) 

Award 1975 

FEDFA 1993 1900  

     
TOTAL  18,372 7401 2395 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
1
 The numbers of employees said to work within the SECV and the numbers said to be on strike varied 

according to the date and the source. The figures given are the most consistent or best estimate which 

could be made from the data available 
2
 Australian Workers‟ Union, Federated Miscellaneous Workers‟ Union, Transport Workers‟ Union, 

Federated Liquor and Allied Industries Employees‟ Union, Federated Storemen and Packers‟ Union, 

Plumbers and Gasfitters‟ Employees‟ Union, Victorian Operative Bricklayers‟ Society, Victorian 

Plasterers‟ Society 
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Sources: PROV, VPRS 8916/P1/Unit 326, File 80/110 pt 1, Latrobe Valley employees on strike from 

10.30 am, 9 August 1977. 

PROV, VPRS 8916/P1/Unit 327, File 80/110 pt 3, Numbers of employees and unions involved in Latrobe 

Valley stoppage, 27 September 1977. 

PROV, VPRS 8916/P1/Unit 328, File 80/118, Federal awards and state determinations, 1977.  

PROV, VPRS 8916/P1/Unit 332, File 80/123 pt 2, Federal award coverage in the SECV, 1977.  

PROV, VPRS 8916/P1/Unit 332, File 80/123 pt 3, SECV regional distribution of blue collar employees, 

1977.  

GVR,  Series MORS 0347, Box C0006, File Central Gippsland Trades & Labour Council 1978, Latrobe 

Valley unions, 6 November 1978. 
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Appendix 7: Progress of the items in the 1977 log of claims 

The VTHC Negotiating Committee and the SECV met on 21 December 1977 to discuss 

those issues in the 1977 log of claims which were not wages related (the latter remained 

with the ACAC) and which had not already been agreed on. A number of the claims 

were related to the achievement of parity with SECV white-collar employees, and these 

were generally considered sympathetically.  

 

A meeting with the OIRC chair and representatives of other government 

instrumentalities followed on 13 February 1978. The SECV‟s proposal was further 

discussed at a meeting between the SECV, VTHC and union representatives on 21 

February 1978. Further correspondence between the SECV and the VTHC resulted in 

the offer of a „package deal‟, which was accepted by the relevant unions and the CGTLC 

at a meeting on 4 May 1978.
1
  

 

The 1978 outcome
2
 on the items in the log of claims which was presented to the SECV 

on 30 March 1977 and then slightly amended on 4 May 1977 was: 

 

1. Wage increase: Between $1.60 and $5.50 per week to skilled and semi-skilled 

employees with 2 or more years experience 

2. Easter Tuesday as a public holiday: This would be substituted for Easter 

Saturday via an exchange of letters from the unions 

3. Sick leave of 12 days on starting, 12 days after 6 months service, 12 days 

after 2 years, and 12 days per annum thereafter and to be taken without 

production of a doctor’s certificate or statutory declaration: Increased 

entitlements after 1
st
 and 2

nd
 years of service gave parity with staff employees, 

although wages employees were credited with fewer days on appointment than 

staff (5 days for wages, 12 for staff). Evidence of illness: same provision as staff 

employees 

4. Meal allowance during overtime of $2.80 for the first meal and $1.70 for 

subsequent meals: $2.50 for each meal 

5. Workers compensation accident pay on full pay: No change 

6. Wages incorporated into awards to allow application of full indexation: No 

7. Exchange days (5 days per annum) for work on public holidays and 

overtime on Saturdays and Sundays: Provision for time off in lieu of payment 

giving parity with FEDFA and staff employees 

8. 35-hour week: Remained with the ACTU 

9. All overtime at double time: Granted for all shift workers 

10. Safety footwear for all SECV personnel: An offer was made by the SECV on 

13 July 1977, and accepted by the VTHC on 3 August 1977. After a review of 

internal safety schemes a subsequent offer was made on 13 July 1978  

                                                 
1
 PROV, VPRS 8916/P1/Unit 480, File 80/1439, pt 1, VTHC to SECV, 4 May 1978 

2
 In the matter of an application by the Electrical Trades Union of Australia to vary The Metal Trades 

Award, 1952 (1978) 199 CAR 652; In the matter of an application by the Electrical Trades Union of 

Australia to vary the Metal Trades Award, 1952 and in the notification of disputes between Federated 

Ironworkers’ Association of Australia and Others v Electricity Trust of South Australia and Others (1978) 

202 CAR 312; GTLC, Box F12, File SECV contracts, Safety footwear, 24 August 1978; UMA, 96/92,  

Box 1, 1977 dispute file 2, VTHC list of claims 1977 – SEC reply, 20 February 1978; PROV, VPRS 

8916/P1/Unit 480, File 80/1439 pt 1, List of claims 1977, 13 July 1978; PROV, VPRS 8916/P1/Unit 480, 

File 80/1439 pt 1, VTHC list of claims 1977, 25 January 1978 
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11. Long Service Leave payments to be pro rata on retirement for ill health or 

other social reasons: Regulations were amended to provide the same pro rata 

payments for disability retirement as for other terminations of service, that is, 

after 3 years 

12. Retirement and Benefits Scheme improved benefits: Amended provisions 

were introduced from 22 August 1977 after correspondence from the VTHC  

 

The non-conditions claims were to be the basis of an agreement or award for the 

industry. This was rejected.
3
 In April 1978, Sam Armstrong commented that continuing 

to settle disputes involving the relevant unions by individual package deals would retain 

the basis of the 1977 dispute – the shifting relativities between the various maintenance 

and building trades classifications.
4
 

 

In addition:
5
 

 

1. Incidental expense allowance: Same provisions as for staff employees, 

implemented via an exchange of letters between the SECV and the ETU and the 

FEDFA. This was a flow on from a recently arbitrated MOA claim  

 

2. Increases in travelling and underground allowances: Offered by the SECV  

 

3. Increased SIPS loading: between $1.80 and $4.10 per week after negotiations 

between the VTHC and the state government  

 

Items in the log of claims, progress during the 1980s:
6
 

 

1. Further reductions in the disparity of sick leave entitlements between wages and 

staff employees were made, so that by 1983, staff employees were credited with 

12 days leave on appointment, and wages employees with eight, and thereafter 

rates of accumulation were identical. 

 

2. By 1986, sick leave entitlements, meal allowance, accident make-up pay, day in 

lieu and exchange days operated as per staff conditions; wages and allowances 

were subject to indexation; and a 37 ½ hour week operating as a 9-day fortnight 

was being worked, with the SECV willing to negotiate on a 36-hour week.  

 

3. Power Industry Award: The matter of an industry award was still outstanding, 

with the unions deciding on an „industry approach‟ rather than an industry award, 

since agreement could not be reached by all unions over award matters. This was 

despite the final draft of an industrial agreement for SECV workers having been 

presented to the unions for consideration via the VTHC in 1983.   

                                                 
3
 In the matter of an application by the Electrical Trades Union of Australia to vary the Metal Trades 

Award, 1952 and in the notification of disputes between Federated Ironworkers’ Association of Australia 

and Others v Electricity Trust of South Australia and Others (1978) 202 CAR 312 
4
 Latrobe Valley Express, 5 April 1978, p. 1 

5
 PROV, VPRS 8916/P1/Unit 480, File 80/1439 pt 1, Victorian Trades Hall Council list of claims 1977, 12 

May 1978; UMA, 95/96, Box 103, File Victorian Administrative Committee, 20 February 1978 
6
 UMA, 96/92, Box 4, File Speeches, esp re 1977 dispute, NTU, 12 April 1986; UMA, 96/92, Box 21, File 

Correspondence & writings of S. Armstrong, Letter to the Editor LV Express, 30 September 1983; 

Teicher, Breakaway unions in the Australian industrial relations system: Victorian power station 

operators, p. 11. 
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By 1983, Sammy Armstrong was able to assert that wage rates within the SECV were 

generally comparable to those in other industries and in other power generating 

authorities. He went on to say that over 50 per cent of the claims from the 1977 log had 

been won, and they were close to a full victory.
7
  

 

In 1986, Sam Armstrong noted that the „proof of the pudding is in the eating‟ and that 

the maintenance unions were now enjoying the end (favourable) result of the strike.
8
 

                                                 
7
 UMA, 96/92, Box 21, File Correspondence & writings of S. Armstrong, Letter to the Editor LV Express, 

30 September 1983 
8
 UMA, 96/92, Box 4, File Speeches, esp re 1977 dispute, NTU, 12 April 1986 


