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Strike to Defend Noel Washington & Building Workers’ Rights

By A CFMEU member

Thousands of Victorian building workers are set to strike on December 2, when Noel Washington, the senior vice president of the Victorian branch of the CFMEU, goes on trial for two days in Geelong.  Noel has bravely defied the Australian Building and Construction Commission (ABCC), a Howard-era, anti-union relic. 

Under the Howard laws, it is an ‘offence’ to refuse to be interrogated by the ABCC. Noel automatically faces six months jail if found guilty.

Job site meetings of the Victorian CFMEU have endorsed 24-hour strike action on the day of the trial. They will be joined by other building unions, such as the Electricians, Plumbers and the construction section of the Metalworkers unions. 

National strike action by building unions will add weight to the unions’ demands that the ABCC be abolished by the Rudd Government, prior to the January 2010 extension Rudd gave this coercive and draconian body.
Even after that date Rudd refuses to abolish the ABCC but rather will make it a special division in his new industrial body – Fair Work Australia. The ABCC’s powers after 2010 are being review by Murray Wilcox, a former Federal Court judge. Wilcox’s review will be handed to Workplace Relations Minister, Julia Gillard, in March next year.
The ABCC is funded by the Federal Government, to the tune of more than $33 million of taxpayers’ money a year. Headed by John Lloyd, the ABCC spends all its time prosecuting the unions and individual building workers.

The ABCC is consistently supported by the building companies because it favours them to the detriment of the unions. In early October, Brian Welch, the head of the Masters Builders Association of Victoria (MBAV), told the Melbourne Age, that ‘intimidation’ and ‘coercion’ by unions had been ‘cleaned up’ by the ABCC. 

The ABCC has charged Noel with new ‘offences’ from industrial incidents going back two years. Welch, of the MBAV, said of these latest charges against Noel, “This alleged conduct is typical of the sort of behaviour that was routine in the days before the ABCC.” 
What is typical is that the ABCC would choose to press new charges against Noel at a time when he faces trial for defying the ABCC and that the MBAV would back the ABCC to the hilt.

The Master Builders continues to playing a double-dealing role, signing off on a ‘co-operative’ EBA8 in late August, all the while supporting the viciously anti-union ABCC. 
From 2005-2008, the ABCC spent $910,000 on lawyers in one case, that resulted in a union being fined $23,000. A prominent Liberal-supporting law firm, Freehills, represented the ABCC.
The Federal Court severely criticised the ABCC in early October, when it finally withdrew a prosecution against the Queensland Plumbers’ Union.

The case is building to abolish the ABCC but only the pressure of sustained national strike action can keep Noel out of jail and led to the abolition of the ABCC.
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