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Court in the act: unions 
get their umpire back

EWIN HANNAN
WORKPLACE EDITOR

Anthony Albanese has granted 
unions their long-running  bid to 
revive a specialist industrial court 
to deal with underpayment claims 
and other disputes, prompting 
employers to claim Labor was 
creating another layer of red tape 
for  businesses “drowning” in com-
plex workplace laws. 

Unions hailed the reversal of 
the Howard government’s 1997 
abolition of the Industrial Rela-
tions Court as a big win for under-
paid workers who faced significant 
delays trying to win back wages 
owed to them. 

Resources sector employers 
warned  the new court could be 
stacked with union-friendly 

appointments, a claim denied by 
Workplace Relations Minister 
Amanda Rishworth.       

In his opening address to the 
50th ALP national conference in 
Adelaide, the Prime Minister 

 revealed the government would 
establish the court, headed by 
 “expert judges” appointed to deal 
with claims by workers. 

“Australians who have been 
underpaid hundreds, even thou-
sands, of dollars shouldn’t have to 
wait years for justice, or be told 
their case will cost more than their 
claim,” he said “That’s why Labor 
will fix it – with the Fair Work 
Court to resolve disputes faster 
and at lower cost, benefiting 

 employees and employers alike.”
There were other notable gains 

for unions on the conference’s first 
day including endorsement of the 
Transport Workers Union’s claim 
for a stand-alone aviation con-
sultative council and support for 
requiring employers to pay super 
to teenagers regardless of hours 
worked.

Unions have long desired the 
return of a stand-alone employ-
ment court,  criticising the current 
claims process through the Fed-
eral Circuit and Family Court as 
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expensive and slow. ACTU sec-
retary Sally McManus hailed the 
government’s decision, saying the 
court would deliver “quicker and 
fairer justice to working people”.

Ms McManus said the absence 
of the court was one of the reasons 
wage theft continued to flourish.

“One of the big problems is the 
current system is slow, expensive, 
and workers who have had money 
stolen from them sometimes have 
to wait beyond a year to get jus-
tice,” she told The Australian.

Ms  Rishworth  said the govern-
ment would consult on the design 
of the proposed court this year. 
Consultation would help shape 
how the court operated, including 
how it would work with the exist-
ing Fair Work Commission, and 
how it would improve access to 
justice and better support workers 
and employers in disputes.

“A Fair Work Court will make a 
significant difference to help 
workers receive the entitlements 
and pay they worked hard for,” Ms 
Rishworth said. “It is important 
the system works fairly and ef-

Continued from Page 1 ficiently for workers and employ-
ers.  Specialist judges with 
workplace relations expertise 
would ensure workplace matters 
are considered by people with ap-
propriate expertise.  We want to 
get this right, which is why consul-
tation will be central to shaping the 
design of the proposed court.”

 Accusing the government of 
ticking off another longstanding 
claim on the union movement’s 
“wish list” to regulate and control 

workplace relations, Australian 
Industry Group chief executive 
Innes Willox said employers were 
“drowning” in complex workplace 
laws.  “Creating a new court to deal 
with an ever-swelling tide of work-
place relations litigation and dis-
putes just amounts to putting a 
Band-Aid on a fundamentally bro-
ken and overly complex work-
place relations system,” he said.

Australian Chamber of Com-
merce and Industry chief execu-
tive Andrew McKellar said the 
chamber had supported the How-
ard government’s abolition of the 

federal Industrial Relations Court 
because it duplicated existing ju-
risdictions. “Business is concerned 
today’s announcement will lead to 
higher costs and complexity, es-
pecially given there is no evidence 
that existing courts lack the exper-
tise or jurisdiction required to deal 
with industrial relations matters,” 
Mr McKellar said. 

Business Council of Australia 
chief executive Bran Black said 
“instead of adding another layer of 
red tape”, the government needed 
to make the system simpler to 
understand for both employees 

and employers.  “We support fast-
er, simpler and more affordable 
workplace resolutions. But this an-
nouncement has the potential to 
yet again add another layer of pro-
cess without any real practical 
benefit,” he said.

Australian Resources and En-
ergy Employer Association chief 
executive Steve Knott said the 
business community would  have a 
“well-founded scepticism” on who 
the government proposed to ap-
point to the court.

“Since forming government in 
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2022, the ALP has appointed 22 

new members to the Fair Work 
Commission, all but one coming 
from trade unions or Labor-
aligned law firms,” Mr Knott said.

“After an appointments record 
like this one, business would be 
right to ask whether a new indus-
trial court would meet that test or 
simply extend the ALP’s recent 
trend of partisan appointments.” 

Opposition industrial relations 
spokeswoman Jane Hume said 
Labor’s answer to a complex in-
dustrial relations system appeared 
to be creating another layer of 
legal process.

AUTHOR: Ewin Hannan     SECTION: GENERAL NEWS     ARTICLE TYPE: NEWS ITEM     AUDIENCE : 450,000
PAGE: 1     PRINTED SIZE: 293.00cm²     REGION: National     MARKET: Australia     ASR: AUD 7,538
WORDS: 782     ITEM ID: 1220485294

Page 2 of 2

24 JUL, 2026

Court in the act: unions get their umpire back

The Australian, Australia


