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The proposition that trade unions should ask members of the ALP for a commitment that they uphold Party policy should hardly be controversial. 

The Party platform and election policy are the items of faith upon which trade unions and their members commit to work for the election of Labor Governments. In a very real sense, it is the glue that binds the political and industrial wings of the labour movement together.

The Carr government’s proposed workers compensation reform package has brought these issues to the surface because, on their face, the Workers Compensation (Amendment) Bill breaches a clear principle: it reduces benefits and access to benefits to a large number of injured workers.

We have four core areas of concern with the package:

- it forces workers to submit to binding medical panels, where their injury is decided by people who do not even have to be qualified in the filed they are ruling on. 

- it reduces access to compensation by raising the threshold for taking legal action against a negligent employer

- it imports a US_based method of medical assessment which has been shown to lead to smaller payouts for claimants.

- it totally ignores the critical issues of compliance, workplace safety and non-payment of premiums by rogue employers.

A workers compensation package that was consistent with ALP platform and policy would not have these deficiencies.

Because the package was introduced into the State Parliament without formal consultation with the trade union movement, we did not have the opportunity to raise these concerns with the government in advance. Instead we have been forced to raise a public campaign to hold the Labor government to account.

This campaign has involved media events, industrial action, direct lobbying of MPs and the, perhaps novel, request for Labor members to indicate publicly where they stand on the issue. 

To this end, we contacted all Labor backbenchers and asked them to indicate whether they would be prepared to support amendments to the package that safeguarded benefits for injured workers. Not surprisingly, a significant majority of MPs (33 out of 52) – from across the factions - have publicly committed to this core Labor value.

We have not, at this stage, asked Labor MPs to cross the floor. The Premier’s intervention yesterday threatening the re-endorsement of Labor MPs was unhelpful in resolving these important issues. After all, the Premier and the IR Minister have already agreed to consider amendments to the Bill. I can only assume he has not been briefed properly on what the Labor Council sought from the back-benchers.

Labor Council published the names of the Labor MPs on our ‘Workers Online’ website, to ensure that working people could identify those politicians prepared to stand by them on this core issue. It’s just an element of our web-based campaign which has provided a range of information and materials on the Net, so that delegates in individual workplaces can run their own campaigns at the grass roots.

Those who have not put their hands up for injured workers are now facing direct questions in their own electorates, with local workers committing themselves to persuading them into changing their position. Of course, they are welcome to add their names to the list’ at any time.

The names of the Labor MPs have been posted on the Internet for more than a week before the mainstream media picked up the story, some incorrectly stating these were MPs who would ‘cross the floor’. This is to overstate the case, as far as we are concerned, the MPs’ commitment is to support sensible amendments, which we hope will be moved by Minister Della Bosca after due consultation.

To this end, Labor Council is working with other stakeholders, including employers, lawyers and doctors, to develop a fully costed package which meets the Premier’s desire to rein in the WorkCover deficit, with the imperative that workers benefits are protected. As we have said from the start, we accept that the Scheme needs reform, we just don’t see inured workers being the group who a Labor Government should ask to carry the can.

In the meantime, it is unfortunate that some Labor MPs may be uncomfortable by being forced to declare their hands. But they should take heart in the knowledge that injured workers, who they are elected to represent, will be a lot less comfortable if this package goes through unamended.

Full coverage of the Workers Compo issue at www’labor.net.au/compo

