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National’s  90 day package has caused some reflections back to the 1991 introduction of the Employment Contracts Bill. As we set out today it’s worth looking back to see how the previous struggle unfolded.

The introduction of the ECA found the  union movement in a weakened state following the various attacks of Labour's Rogernomics. However, the bill caused much alarm among the working class and the instinct was to fight and try to stop its introduction.

In the first four months of 1991 workers were actively opposing the bill all over the land. 

Public servants, engineers, teachers, nurses and health workers, seafarers, harbour workers, steelworkers, railway workers, shop assistants, cleaners, caretakers and security guards all took action, ranging from stop-works to strikes against the bill. 

 Marches and rallies took place in the capital and all major regional centres.  It has been estimated that participation in such action involved between 300,000 and 500,000 New Zealanders, with 50,000 working days lost in strike action in the first week of April 1991 According to research by left academic Brian Roper there was not ‘a single instance amongst the major unions of workers failing to endorse, and by very large majorities, strike action where they were balloted’
 The missing element in the whole campaign was leadership as workers did not have the confidence or the networks to organise a general strike from below.  Central co-ordination by the established union leadership was needed but the CTU leadership failed in this task.  The CTU strategy was essentially limited to organising a publicity campaign, highlighting the drawbacks of the bill.  This had some effect in raising awareness of the bill’s dangers, but gave no lead on what what action workers were to take in response. In some cases, militant action was opposed. At a rally of 30,000 Aucklanders against the bill, Auckland CTU convenor Bill Andersen and his minders prevented determined attempts by Communist party members to put a resolution calling for a general strike.

The final blow was the Special Affiliates Conference in April 1991. After considerable efforts from Ken Douglas a majority of union officials present took his advice and voted against a national general strike. The alternative chosen was the weak divisive option of regional activity with each region deciding for itself the appropriate action. Understandably, this fob off caught the imagination of very few, the heart and momentum went out of the movement and divided we fell.

After the meeting Douglas told the media his sellout strategy had “unanimous “ support. 

CTU functionary Peter Harris later claimed that this strategy had created a useful “platform” for future struggle, but unions didn’t take advantage of it. 

In fact, the CTU leaders directly proceeded further into the arms of the government, putting most of their energy into an utterly collaborationist programe of Workplace reform, forerunner of the present CTU Productivity seminars.  A few months after the meeting that derailed the general strike the CTU invited National pm Jim Bolger to its Bieniel conference, first time a Tory politician had been given speaking rights at such a gathering. At that meeting Douglas was assured by Bolger “its time to lay down our protest placards”.

As their last act in the union movement Douglas and CTU secretary Angela Fowkes went on to restructure the CTU in a procedure called “The Review”. Prior to “The Review” local CTU councils had retained half the affiliated unions capitation fees and sent half to the centre. The Review” concentrated all union finances in the hands of a small committee. Local councils needing some of their own money to organize things had to apply cap in hand and could be refused.  This bureaucratic coup lead directly to the withering away of CTU district councils. I think the “The Review” was an even worse betrayal of the working class than the deflection of the general strike. To this day, the local CTU committees are a pitifully faint shadow of the  local organizations which had previously existed.

The behaviour of the CTU leadership to lead led to a collapse of morale within union ranks. The failure of the CTU's political strategy in the 1980s and early 1990s had an impact on the organisational structure of the union movement.  In 1993, a left-wing rival federation, the Trade Union Federation (TUF), centred on the Manufacturing and Construction Workers Union, was formed as a result of dissatisfaction with the CTU and its failure to resist attacks by the National Government. I was among those who welcomed the TUF’s formation, but in hindsight, I think that breakaway was a big mistake, the left should have stood their ground in the CTU and fought. However, the cause of the split was top table treachery. Lest we forget
