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Unions 
putting 
squeeze 
on BHP 

BRAD THOMPSON 

Unions at war with BHP have 
shed light on their list of grievan-
ces on the eve of a vote on strike 
action aimed at halting iron ore 
shipments at a cost of about 
$126m a day to the mining giant.

The grievances include an 
end to rent subsidies, transport to 
and from work, and the closure of 
kitchens providing on-site meals 
to workers at iron ore epicentre 
Port Hedland in Western Aus-
tralia.

Electrical Trades Union and 
Australian Manufacturing 
Workers Union members are 
poised to walk off the job at BHP 
port operations for up to 24 hours 
amid an alarming rise in indus-
trial action already hitting oil and 
gas production. 

The results of the member-
ship vote on strike action at BHP 

are due out late on Thursday, 
with union leaders expecting an 
overwhelming majority to sup-
port industrial action.

The Australian Workers 
Union and the Mining and En-
ergy Union are threatening to 
join the strike action, despite 
warnings about the impact on 
the wider Australian economy.

The watershed moment for 
the iron ore industry coincides 
with unions stepping up strike 
action at INPEX’s Ichthys LNG 
operations.

The Australian Resources 
and Energy Employer Associ-
ation on Wednesday accused un-
ions of deliberately trying to 
maximise disruption to LNG 
production.

INPEX has applied to the Fair 
Work Commission for orders 

aimed at ending the strike action 
and getting the unions behind 
the Offshore Alliance back to the 
bargaining table.

The ETU on Wednesday ac-
cused BHP of “progressively rip-
ping away conditions” for 
workers at the iron ore export 
epicentre of Port Hedland, in-
cluding rent subsidies, transport 
to and from work, meals while on 
shift, and healthcare support.

The union’s justification of its 
hardline stand came as the Aus-
tralian Bureau of Statistics re-
leased figures showing the nation 
has just recorded its worst March 
quarter in more than a decade for 
working days lost to industrial 
action.

The ABS figures showed 
47,600 working days were lost 

across 49 disputes involving 
46,500 employees in the three 
months to March 30, a 242 per 
cent increase on the same period 
last year. 

This was an improvement on 
the three months to the end of 
December when a whopping 
69,600 working days were lost to 
strike action.

More than 400 workers at the 
Ichthys LNG facilities have esca-
lated to rolling eight-hour daily 
stoppages after pay talks broke 
down. The unions making up the 
Offshore Alliance have declared 
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they are now at war with Inpex.
ETU state secretary Adam 

Woodage on Wednesday defend-
ed the right of members at BHP – 
some working fly-in, fly-out and 
others residing in Port Hedland – 
to take strike action, and said the 
company only had itself to blame.

“Our members work long 
hours, up to 14 hours a day, in diffi-
cult conditions in the Pilbara, 
often spending weeks away from 
their families and homes,” he said.

“BHP has progressively ripped 
away the conditions that provided 
some degree of support for these 
workers on a day-to-day basis, and 
compensated them for the incred-

ible sacrifices they made to do the 
job. 

The company has slashed rent 
subsidies, meaning workers can 
no longer live locally. 

“Transport services for local 
employees to and from the port 
have also been cut.

“On-site mess kitchens that 
provided workers with food at the 
port have been removed, while 
healthcare support has also been 
taken away.”

The ETU and the AMWU 
speak for about 200 of the 450 
port workers, with the remainder 
represented by the AWU and 
MEU. 

The unions are lining up 

against BHP as they seek enter-
prise agreements that would re-
place individual contracts, which 
have become the norm during 
decades of industrial peace at the 
port.

BHP and unions have met 
seven times since October – most 
recently last Friday for Fair Work 
Commission-led mandatory con-
ciliation – but failed to find com-
mon ground on the port dispute.

In a separate dispute, unions 
are taking on BHP over a pay rise 
offer put to 1600 workers at two of 
its biggest iron ore mines. 

The company is already deal-
ing with rolling strike action by 
about 40 ETU workers in its high 

voltage division, responsible for 
maintaining a power network that 
keeps mine sites running, along 
with worker accommodation and 
the town of Newman. 

Mr Woodage said BHP port 
workers were being asked to work 
harder while the company cut 
back conditions that previously 
included mortgage offsets. 

“Along with the slashing of 
these working conditions, BHP 
has also increased work intensity, 
squeezing more from an already 
overstretched workforce,” he said

BHP has tried to avoid a public 
debate with unions. 
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