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HALF a century ago more than 60 per cent of employees were trade union members. 

Today it’s 17 per cent. Even that overstates union membership’s importance since, in addition to employees, the 

workforce also includes two million non-union workers — businesspeople and contractors — more in fact than 

there are union members. 

Moreover, nearly half of union members work for governments and do not, therefore, need protection from the 

mythical hard-hearted capitalist boss. 

The one million union members within the private sector account for less than 10 per cent of those working in 

non-government jobs. 

And, as the royal commission into trade unions is uncovering, this includes considerable numbers of phantom 

union members whose dues have been extorted from firms as the price for industrial peace. 

Although the vast majority of workers reject a trade union role in their lives, union organisers dominate the ALP 

with at least 16 of the 26 members of the party’s national executive. 

The amplified political role of unions is seen in their control of Fair Work Australia, a retirement home for union 

bigwigs that arbitrates wages and workplace conditions. 

Unions also operate in ways that would never be allowed of other groups — for example in restraining employers 

from hiring non-union members, and in enforcing this by physical measures. 

Where unions exercise real monopoly power they raise costs. But, as illustrated by the outcome of the CFMEU’s 

domination of labour supply for commercial building, this works against the national interest. 

Any wage increases the CFMEU may obtain for its members constitute only a small part of the costs they impose. 

Other costs include payment of its own site people, many of whom see their role as stirring up trouble and 

keeping out non-CFMEU members. 

The outcome is that Australia’s unionised commercial building sector is 12 to 25 per cent less productive than its 

US counterpart, whereas the non-unionised house-building sector’s productivity matches that in the US. 

Protection of union privileges was the key reason the Andrews Government cancelled the East West Link. 



The previous Coalition government had insisted upon productivity deals to lower the project’s costs. Unions saw 

these as likely to undermine their influence industry-wide and insisted on the project being cancelled to unravel 

the deals. 

The Andrews Government masked its accession to these demands by claiming the project offered inadequate 

benefits. 

In doing so, it has imposed damage to the economy that far exceeds the $400 million to $800 million direct 

cancellation costs for the East West Link. 

In many cases, as the royal commission is hearing, deals negotiated with unions are concessions to buy peace 

from agitators. Some such deals override Fair Work conditions to the benefit of particular firms. 

One labour hire firm, Cleanevent, negotiated a workplace agreement with Bill Shorten’s AWU that provided 

massive competitive advantages through allowing uniquely low wages. In return, the firm supplied donations to 

the AWU. 

Such practices failed to attract the attention of the Australian Competition and Consumer Commission, long 

managed by ALP appointees. 

Another labour hire firm, Unibilt, negotiated its workplace agreement with the AWU, while financing Mr Shorten’s 

campaign for his parliamentary seat. 

Union dominance of the workforce has diminished but political bonds reinforce the residual detrimental influence 

of union monopolies. 
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