Challenging the ALP Through the Decades

In this year of 2010 we as ETU members are being asked, by our officials, to consider the question; ‘should we as an organization, continue our affiliation with the ALP or not?’ 

ETU members have always had an honest relationship with the party that was born out of the union movement. We’ve never been frightened to tell it as we see it, we’ve never gone off half cocked, and considering the option of severing our ties with Labor is nothing new.

ETU members first showed their readiness hold the party to account in February 1921 when, at the monthly branch meeting, we spoke out about not being happy, ‘…with the way our own party is treating us…’ We discussed but then rejected a motion to disaffiliate from the ALP.

Support and the lack of it
But we showed support amid the turmoil of the 1928 conservative government financial crisis, when economist, Sir Arthur Duckham reported to the British Government that Australia had been mortgaging her future too deeply and would do well to restrict expenditure of borrowed money. It brought on an election and ETU members carried a motion that said, during the upcoming elections, ‘No delegate shall move, second or support any hostile motions to labor unless instructed by the branch.’ The government fell, Prime Minister Stanley Melbourne Bruce lost his seat and Jim Scullin’s Labor Party took office with ETU loyalty behind it.
But we were quickly disillusioned. In 1930 members were so cheesed off with Labor’s lack of support during the Great Depression they demanded, again, that the ETU disaffiliate from the Labor Party. This time it was more than just saber rattling and members were determined to turn their backs on the people’s party. Snowy Henderson, our then secretary, put up an amendment to suspend affiliation for six months, and it was only his deciding vote that stopped us from turning our backs on the ALP completely. That decision gave the ETU the chance to rebuild its relationship more easily. 
Good labor Mates
Throughout the decades, the ETU built close relationships with the party and became on first a name terms with many ministers and leaders of government, enabling us to put our points of view face to face and our voice heard however small it may have been.
In the middle of the Great Depression, and, because of a good relationship, a quiet word from our secretary to John Cain Snr and the Minister instructed the Public Works Department to call for job tenders shelved by the previous government. In doing so it created many jobs for electrical workers. And the ETU work with Manpower during the war years was essential to the Curtain government, protecting electrical jobs from unscrupulous employers using the dilution of labour processes to their own advantage. 

We were good mates with Arthur Caldwell; he coming to address our conferences as a friend, and the ETU always manning his Melbourne booth in elections. Bob Hawke described our Secretary, Jock Innes as his surrogate father and Ted Innes was one of the triumvirate of Hawke – Holding – Innes that created the Centre Unity faction within the Victorian Labor Party, and so facilitating the swing from the hard left in Victoria that enabled Whitlam to get into power in 1972. 

But we also spoke out against as when the Cain government, in the 1980s, continued to take affiliation fees from the BLF while at the same time was plotting its demise; and we spoke out against an ALP executive when it ignored rank and file policy not to privatize the SEC; and we marched to demonstrate our environmental concerns with the building of the Newport power station.
Do they understand the struggle

We had an affinity with many of yesterday’s high ranking politicians because they came up through the ranks and understood the struggle. Prime minister John Curtin was a labourer before becoming a journalist; Ben Chifley was an engine driver, Frank Forde, the ETU prime minister, was an electrician. 
So many of today’s senior politicians, however, are university graduates who have simply used the power of the union movement to propel them into parliament. What they actually understand of the struggle has been learnt from a text book rather from the horny hands of toil.

How then to still hold them to account?

We, as ETU members, have marched into the twenty first century maintaining a strength of character that has enabled us to continue to challenge what we have sometimes seen as betrayal and deceit; just think of Workchoices and the ALP promise to tear it up while soaking up the support from the union movement during the last elections. The fact that Workchoices still exists with nothing more than a different dust cover, is something to articulate as we think about the Labor Party and how we choose to hold it to account in future years. 
Where would the ALP be without the foot-soldiering of the union movement? The question for us, then, is should we be a fifth column that works from within, or independent freedom fighters, with no particular political alliances? 
