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Howard’s Treacherous IR Laws Used against Gippsland Workers

48 Workers Locked Out
The Gippsland Trades and Labour Council Secretary, John Parker, has described the locking out of 48 workers for 3 months by Mechanical Engineering Services as un-Australian.

Mechanical Engineering Services came to the Latrobe Valley approximately 18 months ago and took over what was deemed to be the Skilled Engineering Yallourn Workshop.  During the process they guaranteed to abide by the agreements that were in place.  They guaranteed the entitlements of the workers and also agreed to work with the unions in a constructive manner to try and revitalise the workshop, which has been on the wane for several years through lack of investment.  Since the company took over they have moved away from those commitments and have, on a number of occasions, tried take away the conditions in the existing agreement.

Instead of working with employees and unions, the company has intimidated workers and their shop steward. 

The unions took the company to the Federal Court under the Workplace Relations Act.  A settlement was reached based on anti-union actions that had not only been taken against organisers, but the shop stewards at their Kilsyth Factory.

In October of last year the company announced a restructure of the workplace.  Part of the restructuring meant that the long-term members of the workgroup were outsourced or their jobs were gone.   One worker, an electrician who had been working in these workshops for approximately 28 years, had his leading hand allowances taken away.

The members at the site went on strike for approximately 1 week because of the conduct of the company.  That dispute was settled with the company.  The unions indicated that they wished to talk to them prior to the expiry of the current agreement on the 31st of March about a replacement agreement. 

On the 31st March the company put a letter on the notice board stating it was going to terminate the current agreement.   The company deliberately avoided the unions in regards to negotiating an agreement so union members put forward a draft model to the workgroup.  This approach did not work.

In June, July and August there were a number of Commission hearings resulting in the company terminating the agreement.  However, they guaranteed the conditions of the workers on the site, based on the fact that within two weeks the union expected its members to sign a new agreement which was being drafted. 

The draft agreement took away a number of important conditions from workers, including salary continuance or income protection.   
It sought to take away rostered days off and give workers a small wage increase that was below current standards.

Members rejected the draft and the union sought to have talks with the company.  Some of those talks were sponsored by the Australian Industrial Relations Commission to try to find a way forward to negotiate an agreement.  

Finally, the company rejected the claims of the workforce and refused to budge.  The workers instructed the union to move forward with a ballot to take protected action.  The AMWU applied to the Commission to get an order to conduct a ballot and to put bans in place for overtime, temporary upgrades and temporary shift work.

The company continued to pressure workers to accept the company's draft agreement.  

On the 12th September the company advised workers and the union that they would be locking them out for up to 3 months or until an agreement was reached or until the company advised them otherwise. 

This was signed by Anthony Elliott, owner of the Elliott Group who is the employer of the locked out workers trading under the name of Mechanical Engineering Services.  

The workers were locked out on Wednesday.
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