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3 ig^r 
^PEECH BY THE PREMIER, OF SOUTH AUSTRALIA, MR. DON DUNSTAN, AT SYDNEY CHAMBER 
OF COMMERCE. FRIDAY 17th NOVEMBER, 1978. 

INDUSTRIAL DEMOCRACY. ( \ 
I^JC^ ̂ C^o-i-jj 

I was pleased to be invited to come to Sydney today to talk about industrial democracy 

because i t ' s a subject about which there i s a great deal of misapprehension and 

misinformation. Some of i t deliberately perpetrated by my polit ical opponents in South 

Australia. 

However, I 'm glad to say that more and more industr ia l i sts are taking the trouble to 

study the facts about our policies, and are finding that - far from being a bogey to 

be avoided - industrial democracy i s something which will benefit their organisations. 

I am also happy to see that the Federal•Minister of Productivity, Mr. McPhee, holds 

similar beliefs to those of my Government and i s actively promoting the concept of 

employee participation as a vital necessity for the harmonious development of Australian 

^ndustry. 

Perhaps I should allay the misgivings that some people have by emphasising one point 

right from the beginning. Industrial democracy i s a philosophy, not a r ig id formula. 

Too often people hear of game maze in Sweden, or West Germany, and think "so this i s what 

i s planned by protagonists of industrial democracy in Austral ia". 

Instead, we believe industrial democracy, i f i t i s to prove successful, must be flexible 

enough to suit the individual needs of different organisations. Every enterprise must 

develop i t s own programme to suit i t s own circumstances, to the extent that some companies 

operate different schemes in parallel factories or even in neighbouring departments. 

0 
As far as my government is concerned there i s a simple, basic summation'of our policy 

^fci industrial democracy. We believe that employees should be given the opportunity and 

the right to influence decisions within their work organisation. 

I emphasise, however, the word "influence". We are not promoting "workers control", 

as our divided Opposition in South Australia pretends. Perhaps that 's why the South 

Australian Liberal Party i s accorded such low levels of credibi l ity by even their own 

voters in our State, according to an opinion poll published two days ago by a group of 

Adelaide businessmen. 

There are many arguments for industrial democracy. The areas that influence employers 

tend, of course, to be economic considerations - the proven s tat i s t ic s that show hew 

industrial democracy schemes have benefitted firms by improved production. 

But really the one basic, undeniable argument i s sheer logic. In a c iv i l i sed society 

should we expect people to surrender all democratic rights from the moment,they enter 
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the f irm's premises to the moment they leave? 

Is i t proper that somebody who invests money in a company has legally established 

rights to information, while the worker who invests a l i fetime's labour has no rights 

whatsoever. 

Yet, unfortunately, there are s t i l l some Dickension denizens of our more backward 

boardrooms who want to retain the old concept of master/servant. 

Gradually, however, we are eroding the walls of suspicion and outright incoherent 

opposition. The results of a recent survey undertaken by our Unit for Industrial 

f Democracy show this. 
V 

begin with it. was highly s ignif icant that the survey made such an impact on the firms 

who received i t . Normally, a return rate of about 15% i s regarded as good for a 

voluntary survey such as this. Some, in Adelaide, have received a response as low as 

2%. This survey received a response of more than 40% when i t was collated, and returns 

are s t i l l t r ick l ing in. 

But del ighted as we were with th i s po s i t i ve response we were even more del ighted with 

the fact s . 

They showed that the majority of South Australian firms had some form of industrial 

democracy scheme operating. Usually these took the form of management-employee committees, 

but often there were other in i t iat ives. 

i n d e e d , some managers, we found, were confused by semantics. There were cases where firms 

had quite sophisticated industrial democracy programmes with wide ranging consultation, 

yet regarded them as productivity devices. 

Too often the improved industrial relations was seen as by-products of attempts to boost 

efficiency, whereas we preach that better relations will lead to other improvements. 

An interesting point i s that the greatest consultation occurred in the safety area, an 

aspect of industrial relations upon which I would l ike to place special emphasis today. 

Too often the Australiancfebate about industrial democracy has centred on worker directors, 

while employee involvement in decision making i s usually depicted as managers and workers 

s i t t ing around a table discussing financial and technical matters. 
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But the fundamental place forindustrial democracy i s at the point of production, 
whether i t be the factory f loor, the warehouse or the off ice. Real industrial 
democracy must be concerned with the issues affecting the daily l ives of working 
people. 

Obviously the work environment can have an impact on employees' physical as well as 

psychological well being. Many workers are subjected to dangerous" machine processes, 

high noise levels, dust and fumes, chemical hazards, potentially explosive or inflammable 

materials and other r i sks. 

Surely, i f workers have a vested interest in and right to make decisions about anything 
at all in industry i t should be the right to have a say in the decisions affecting their 
safety and health on the job. 

^ t present, however, that 's rarely the case. Let me quote from the report of a study 
group established for the Jackson Committee on the Development of the Manufacturing 
Industry in Australia. 

"The control of expenditure and pr ior it ies on matters of industrial safety and 

occupational health remains within the management hierarchy in Australian industry. 

However, i t ' s not only losses in productivity and increases in workers compensation 

b i l l s that are important when safety performance deteriorates. People lose fingers, 

hands and eyes. The people on the factory floor are the most v i ta l ly affected and they 

need to have a say over the management of safety and health." 

^ u s t r a l i a ' s record of industrial safety i s appalling. This year we can expect more than 
W)0,000 people to be injured and more than one thousand k i l led at the workplace. The 

loss in terms of production i s incalculable, the social costs enormous and even using a 
single indicator-workers compensation payments - the financial cost i s l ikely to be some 
$350 mill ions. 

Yet, really we have no idea of the actual accident situation in industry. I f we 

examine the basis.for reporting industrial accidents we find that information i s either 

fragmentary or calculated on a system which s ignif icantly underestimates the number and 

extent of industrial injuries. 

Under present arrangements there are no moves for the States to establish a common 

reporting system for industrial accidents. Indeed, individual states have different 

reporting procedures; some placing a requirement on employers to report accidents which 

incapacitate employees for only one or more working days, others for not less than three 

days, others s t i l l for one working week or more. 
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As a result there are enormous differences between the reported accident figures for 

New South Wales and Victoria, states with similar numbers of people in their workforce. -

State safety inspectors readily admit that all they are able to do, in areas of unsafe 

practices and industrial accidents, i s to try to. keep abreast of events, rather than 

turn the growing tide of injuries and fatal i t ies. 

On average each government safety inspector in Australia has to cover 562 workplaces and 

5119 employees. In fact, each off icer makes an average of 550 inspections each year, mak-

ing one prosecution for every 348 inspections. The average fine, by the way, i s $28.00. 

.. I t all looks a bit puny in the l ight of the staggering figures for industrial accidents 
v I mentioned ear l ier. 

^ e t , the Jackson Committee study found that generally there was a cynical attitude by 
employers and employees alike towards industrial safety. 

That same committee also had some interesting things to say&out industrial i l l ne s s , and 
. I quote. 

"Occupational health i s a problem whose size in the manufacturing sector of Australian 

industry has yet to be exposed. From the Yugoslav woman who gets permanent injury in 

the muscles of her forearms from pulling chickens apart to the operator working in a 

barbed wire and nail shop in noise levels of 115 decibels when the recommended maximum 

( . i s no more than 90, from the operator working in a zinc recovery unit, where zinc oxide 

permeates everything and everybody, to the chemical worker who i s exposed to vinyl 

• i l o r i d e levels of. 440 ppm when the recommended level i s 50 ppm, the basic questions that 

must be asked are: Why i s l i t t l e done when the hazardous nature of these processes 

i s recognised? And why i s n ' t there more corporate responsibi l ity, union activity and 

public awareness of such issues?" 

I don't believe the answer to the growing problem of industrial accidents and occupational 
disease i s to increase the number of inspectors. Even i f we tripled the number of safety 
inspectors they would s t i l l be unable to be on the spot to prevent the majority of 
accidents. 

What i s needed, I believe, i s " se l f inspection" through a system operating at the local or 

plant level. Such a system, however constituted, would help foster a greater awareness 

of safety issues. From merely enforcing minimum statutory requirements, the role of an 

"on the job" inspector would become one of training, anticipation and education for 

preventative measures beyond the statutory requirements. 
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What I am suggesting i s , of course, no startl ing innovation. Alternative approaches 

to the problem of industrial safety and health exist in a number of countries. In 

Br ita in, Norway and Sweden, the people who are closest to the point of production, 

the workers themselves, are given a much greater say in matters concerning safety and 

health. In those countries special safety representatives or committees have been 

established to supervise conditions "at the workplace". These representatives are not 

appointed by management but work closely with management to ensure that statutory 

requirements are met. 

In Norway, for instance, elected safety delegates have the right to halt unsafe or danger-
ous work and delegates are given paid time off to receive training to pursue their roles 

/ - on the job. 

^ h e r e i s a working example in South Australia which indicates that an elected safety 

representative system can achieve real results. In late 1977 five wool broking companies 

operating stores at Port Adelaide, introduced joint Management/union representative 

structures and preliminary results have been remarkable. 

Let ' s look at a comparison of time lost through accidents for a two month period prior to 

the introduction of the new safety arrangements with a two month period following. 

Between the 1st October 1977 and 31st December one of the companies lost 424 hours 
through accidents - however, from the 1st April 1978 until 31st June that sc\me company 
lost only 36 hours. 

f'' 

^ u r i n g the same two month periods another of the companies lost 464% hours in the period 

^ r i o r to the new system and noneat all during the following period. 

Indeed, the least successful company in terms of time lost through accidents, los t 252-3/4 

hours during the f i r s t period and 196% during the second. Although not as spectacular 

that 's s t i l l a worthwhile reduction and the results of all five companies demonstrate the 

effectiveness of "on-the-job" systems of health and safety control. 

By the way, the differences cannot be explained away in terms of seasonal fluctuations. 
The second two month period was the busiest. 

Many other companies around Australia are also experimenting with alternative health 

and safety arrangements. I think i t ' s an issue which all employers and trades unions 

should consider i f they are at all serious about reducing the cost of industrial accidents 

and i l l nes s , in both financial and human terms. 
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I also believe there's an urgent need for governments, state and Federal, to get 

together to work out comprehensive and real i s t ic methods of reporting health and 

safety s t a t i s t i c s . 

Now, I know there are some cynics who wil l say, "Well, i t ' s a lr ight consulting workers 
about safety because they are concerned with their own health. But you can't trust them 
any further." 

Well, once again I must agree with Mr. McPhee who has dismissed this argument as nonsense. 

Indeed, you probably read for yourselves in "The Australian" this week an art icle about 

Marks and Spencers, the Br i t i sh retail firm who have enjoyed phenomenal success. 

^ h a t success i s largely based on employee relations. Indeed, their chairman said on a 

recent v i s i t to Australia that he regarded his workers as his most valuable asset. 

In "The Australian" article there was a description of how, when time clocks were 

abolished, punctuality improved dramatically. Instead of being treated l ike sheep, the 

workers were given responsibil ity for keeping to time themselves and they relished this 

responsibi l ity. 

The article also described how.the counter staff were given much more responsibil ity. At 

one time they went through a cumbersome ordering process to restock their counters. Now, 

the store-rooms are left open for the staff simply to collect whatever goods they want 
( " when they need them. . 

^ h i s form of industrial democracy has a two-fold effect. A r ise in efficiency followed 

the abolition of an unwieldy, bureaucratic system; and the staff rose to their new 

responsibi l i t ies. Indeed, Marks,and Spencers have developed a policy of delegating as 

much responsibil ity down the line as possible. 

Now, some Managers are, I know,wary of delegation. They regard i t as losing power. 

-Let me reassure you on that score by quoting an Adelaide executive who introduced 

industrial democracy projects involving much low level responsibil ity. 

He said that at least he could stop worrying about bushfires and concentrate on what he 

was paid for - top level planning. Previously his phone was constantly ringing with 

urgent but petty problems where his decision was needed. By delegating this responsibil ity, 
his valuable time was freed. 
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Interestingly enough, this executive reported a noticeable improvement in industrial 

relations, mainly recorded by the dramatic drop in short str ikes. Previously, a minor 

problem on the shopfloor often escalated into a str ike. I t was the only way workers could 

bring a problem to the attention of the management. 

When responsibi l it ies were delegated to people at alower level, grievances could usually 

be settled on the spot. Furthermore, there gradually developed a rapport between the 

people involved. They came to realise that they were not opposing teams, but were on 

the same side. 

In recent months, since we hosted the International Conference on Industrial Democracy, 

the S.A. Government's Unit for Industrial Democracy has received requests for involvement 

^ from companies ranging from small businesses to a firm with 9,000 employees. These are 

" e o p l e asking for our project officers to help, and there are many more who carry out 

their own schemes and occasionally consult us or use our research and library fac i l i t i e s . 

Let me give you an example. For four years the Unit has been involved - at the request 
- of management, workers and unions - with a project in the Adelaide Joinery of Fricker 

Brothers Limited. 

There, semi-autonomous work groups have been established to carry out tasks. In these 

groups, employees have control over all the immediate factors covering their work. 

Targets are set and boundary rules for the groups' activit ies are agreed upon in 

consultation with management. Within these l imits, group members organise and control 

their work without direct supervision. 

In the joinery ' s cabinet shop, for instance, there had been a high turnover of staff and 

a poor absenteeism record before the industrial democracy programme was begun. People 

were staying away from work even though they lost pay and bonuses - because their work 

was boring. 

However, an increase in workload led to discussions.amongst the cabinet makers, and with 
management, on how work routines could be better organised. They opted for the work 
group concept. 

The foreman, who supported the establishment of semi-autonomous work groups, was given a 

furniture design job and later promoted to factory supervisor. I t was decided not to 

f i l l the vacant foreman's position, a move which contributed to the decentralisation of 

decision making within the section. 
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The previous assembly line structure was dismantled and the cabinet makers themselves 

how play a major role in deciding how each batch of work should be processed. The lead-

ing hand has been supported by the workers in his new role as Co-Ordinator. 

Management also has greater consultation with the tradesmen themselves on the desigriuof 

new types of furniture, and th is has fostered an atmosphere of co-operation and trust -

as well as greater job satisfaction. I t has also led to better products, produced more 

economically because of suggestions from the men who know most about production problems. 

On one project, for instance, the Company says i t was able to save 500 man hours by 

l istening to employee suggestions on how the job could be tackled better. I think you ' l l 

agree that at the current labour rate that represents an excellent return. 

Since the project was begun the cabinet making shop has been able to operate autonomously 

W i t h o u t a great deal of d i f f iculty in terms of outside constraints. Not only are the 

employees involved in the day to day running of the workshop but they have taken up a 

higher level of participation in decisions relating to plant layout and machinery 

purchase. 

The joinery as a whole also has a works council, where a group of employee representatives 
from each section meets occasionally to discuss and overcome problems. 

I would l ike to mention a few things they have done. They have experimented with the 

election of supervisors, they have become deeply involved in safety issues, with social 

welfare, the provision of staff amenities, job planning and factory layout. 

^Jhey have also resolved demarcation problems and they have been discussing with unions 

the poss ib i l i ty of a flexi-time support by employees and management. 

There is no hint of worker control. There are no employee directors on the Board. But 
i t i s a form of industrial democracy that has worked to enhance the efficiency of the 
organisation. 

Our project officers were involved from the start. Both management and employees agreed 

that the proposals would riot have succeeded without this catalyst approach. Our officers 

i n i t i a l l y arranged seminars with people participating at all levels. Interestingly, the 

delegates reported an immediate improvement because they were making personal contact 

at these seminars with people from other levels with whom they would normally never 

converse. 

This example indicates the way in which our government provides an industrial democracy 

service to industry. Please note ... we do not force i t on them. 
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Industrial democracy i s , we feel, something which cannot be imposed but must be accepted 
by firms who see i t s merits. 

Accordingly, we have declined to legislate on the topic in any compulsory way. 

Unfortunately, there are some of our more malicious opponents who seize on the word 

" leg is lat ion" and spread rumours that we intend introducing by law the schemes of over-

seas countries. So let me assure you - the only legis lation we will contemplate wil l be 

fac i l i tat ive legis lat ion. I t will be introduced at the request of organisation who for 

various reasons are hampered by present laws from bringing in industrial democracy in the 

form they want i t . 

For instance, under South Austral ia ' s Public Service Act, which i s currently under 

revision, i t i s not legally possible to have semi-autonomous work groups in the public 

^ r v i c e . Under the Act i t i s only possible to delegate to an officenand not a group of 

off icers. The Act needs to be changed so that we can open up the opportunity for meaning-

ful industrial democracy situations and semi-autonomous work groups to develop. 

Another example is the case of an institution for mentally retarded people with 400 

employees. This organisation has successfully introduced employee representation on i t s 

board, a move supported by management, employees and trades unions. However, doubts were • 

raised about the validity of decisions under the Associations Incorporations Act of our 

State, so we are prepared to amend this Act i f necessary. 

To make our position unmistakeably clear ... let me say again that we do not seek to impose 

Q industrial democracy.. Indeed, as I have said on many occasions, genuine industrial demo-

c r a c y will only follow consensus support from all involved, directors, managers, employees 

and trades unions. I think an interesting analogy to the.type of faci l i tat ive leg is lat ion 

I am talking about can be found in Austral ia ' s marriage laws. The legal infrastructure 

exists at present for a man and a woman to wed* i f they so wish: Our marriage laws are, 

therefore, fac i l i tat ive. This i s quite different from prescriptive laws which might pre-

scribe who the spouse will be, where the couple will l ive and how many children they wil l 

have. As I told your colleagues in Melbourne - the S.A. Government doesn't mind being a 

matchmaker - or a midwife - but we wont tote a shotgun as well". 

I t i s strange, and in many ways sad, that we see my government in unusual accord with the 

-Federal government on the need for employee participation, yet we experience such knee-

jerk antipathy from the Liberals in our own state. Unfortunately their attitude i s such 

that i f I said i t was a fine day the Liberal leader would say i t was raining without even 

waiting to look out of the window. However, I can assure you there i s no truth in the 

allegation that our employee participation policy is deterring interstate interest in 

South Australia. q ^ ^ p ^ ^ 
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Our survey, which I mentioned ear l ier, indicated a distinct correlation between owner-

ship and involvement in industrial democracy. Interstate-owned companies had more 

involvement than locally-owned firms, while international firms had the highest level of 

employee involvement programmes. This i s , of course, because they are managed by 

professionals and because many of these firms have successfully experienced industrial 

democracy overseas. 

Another easy way to refute the argument i s to cite the constant enquiries and requests we 

get from companies in other states who come to us for advice on the topic as Austral ia ' s 

acknowledged leaders in this f ield. 

As I have already mentioned, in May we held a major Conference on industrial democracy at 

.- which we had a target of 200 delegates and ended up closing the books at more than 500, 

with applications s t i l l flowing in from all around Australia. I f you were unable to get 

£ place, incidentally, the Proceedings have now been published and i s already something 

of a best-sel ler, for i t s class, with a second print in the offing. 

We were also privileged last month to be hosts for a conference of overseas students, 
brought to Australia under the auspices of the Federal Government. I t was pleasing once 
again to see the abandonment of political prejudices in the cause of promoting industrial 
democracy, and also flattering for us to be chosen as the most suitable people to instruct 
these students. 

Incidentally, they were mainly fa i r ly senior government of f ic ia l s and came from eight 

countries including Singapore., Mauritius, the Sudan and Indonesia ... so we can hardly 

/ be preaching a gospel, of incitement and workers control. 

Unfor tunate ly , I speak at a time when industrial disputes have again been making headlines. 

But you wil l notice one common, factor ... the strikes and stoppages stem basically from a 

lack of consultation at an earl ier stage. This was particularly evident during the 

Telecom dispute, which was basically a matter of poor communication and consultation. 

The workers naturally feared for, their jobs in the area of almost frightening technological 

change ... and frankly, gentlemen, I fear that unless organisations involved in such 

change do consult their workers, we are in danger of inspiring a generation of electronic 

1 uddi tes. 

People today are well educated. They travel; they see the world on television. They 
are able to make decisions which would have been beyond their forefathers' scope; they 
can be trusted and deserve the trust and dignity which industrial democracy confers 
upon them. 

. / I I . 
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Let me conclude by quoting an authority in this f ie ld. We said Australia should not 

be diverted from introducing industrial democracy by the current low level of economic 

act iv ity. I t should not be diverted by the problems of unemployment. I t should not be 

diverted by the need to restructure our industries. 

Indeed, according to this expert, such changes are more feasible and more l ikely to succeed 

i f those whose very livelihoods are at stake are involved in the process. The expert 

I quote i s no ivory-tower academic; no union radical. I t i s Gordon Jackson, head of 

C.S.R. and one of the most respected and practical industr ia l i sts in this nation. 

Gentlemen, both State and Federal governments favour participation; modern managements 

are in favour; so are employees - when properly consulted. Let us exploit this philosophy 

of industrial democracy to help us arise from the adversities of recession and restructur-

i n g problems to mould a new, harmonious, prosperous and just society in the Australia of 

the Eightees. 
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