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Faltering attempts to have unions and
business groups reach a consensus on
industrial relations reform are on the
brinkof collapse,with theACTUaccus-
ing some players of deliberately trying
to sabotage the process.
ACTU secretary Sally McManus has

told one business leader via email that
she has been warned to withdraw the
unions from the process or the
employer groupswillwalk away.
‘‘In the last 24 hours, I have received

anemail fromoneof thememberswith
an ultimatum – give up on unions’
involvement in protecting workers in
bargaining or the employers will walk
away,’’ she says in an email to Austra-
lian Industry Group chief executive
InnesWillox.
The email –whichwas sent onTues-

day toMrWillox, copied to theheadsof
the other employer groups and
obtained by The Australian Financial
Review – accuses some of treating the
process with disdain by advocating for
a return of Australian Workplace
Agreements, which were the centre-
piece of John Howard’s controversial
WorkChoices policy.
Feeling it canno longer trust someof

the participants, believed to be the
Master Builders Association and the
Australian Mines and Metals Associ-
ation, the ACTU will only meet groups
onan individual basis inafinal attempt
to salvage apolicy result.
In aprocess setupbyPrimeMinister

Scott Morrison to find common

ground on five areas of industrial rela-
tions reforms, the unions and five key
business groups have beenmeeting on
aregularbasis for thepast twomonths.
All signed confidentiality agree-

ments to enable robust discussion and
maximise the chances of a result.
But the process ran off the rails last

week when the Financial Review

revealed that the Business Council of
Australia had been ostracised by the
other four employer groups for cutting
asidedealwith theACTUtoreformthe
enterprise bargaining system.
The other four, now known as the

Group of Four, felt the deal was too
favourable towardsunions.
With the formal talks over, and in an

attempt to salvage a solution, MrWil-
lox arranged a meeting on Monday
betweentheACTUandGroupofFour–
the Australian Industry Group, the
Master Builders, the Mines andMetals
Association and the Australia Cham-
ber of Commerce and Industry.
Themeetingwas supposed to be con-

fidential but was leaked, along with
views supposedly expressed by
MsMcManuswhichshesayswere false.
In her email, she thanks Mr Willox

for arranging the meeting but says the
process has been violated.
‘‘The ACTU has taken seriously, and

in good faith, the invitation from the
PrimeMinister inMay to ‘put aside dif-
ferences to find co-operative solutions
tospecificproblemsespeciallyata time
like this’,’’ the email says.
‘‘Cognisant of the Prime Minister’s

words that ‘the system has retreated to
tribalism, conflict and ideological pos-

turing ... which no side of that debate
has been immune’, the ACTU has
respectfully co-operated in the discus-
sions, and inparticularwehaverespec-
ted the confidentiality of allmeetings.
‘‘The ACTU has not at any stage used

anyconfidential discussions topromote
our position or to undermine fruitful
exchange, despite members of the
Group of 4 coming to some of those
meetings with proposals like the rein-
troduction of Australian Workplace
Agreements, a simple rehashing of the
WorkChoices framework so compre-
hensively rejected by the Australian
public.’’
MsMcManus said with hundreds of

thousands of people out ofwork,much
was at stake.
‘‘That is why the outcome of yester-

day’s meeting is so disappointing –
both the breach of confidence and the
ultimatum to cut unions out of the pro-
cess of protecting workers in bargain-
ing,’’ she said. ‘‘On this basis, and with
great regret, I have to inform you that
we are not prepared to continue to
meetwith theGroupof 4.’’
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L i c e n s e d  b y  C o p y r i g h t  A g e n c y .
Y o u  m a y  o n l y  c o p y  o r
c o m m u n i c a t e  t h i s  w o r k  w i t h  a
l i c e n c e .
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ACTU secretary Sally McManus says she has been told to withdraw from IR
negotiations by hostile business groups. PHOTO: LOUISE KENNERLEY
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