
NTEU NSW at the cross-roads – the strategy we need to fight
This strike round in the NSW university sector is at
a cross-roads with two strategies presenting
themselves. The first comes from the rank and file
activity at branches fighting for real improvements
to the conditions of workers and the quality of
education. The second is a defeatist approach
which has been adopted at some official levels of
the NTEU. University staff are at a crossroads for
the future of the sector, in terms of work quality
and education. Unless NTEU members
understand what is at stake and organise to fight
for real gains our wages and conditions will go
backwards.

The “Official” Strategy
Some members, and apparently many officials 
 see this bargaining round as mainly defensive,
with the best possible result being very minor
gains. They believe the union is weak,
management is strong, and the conditions are not
favourable for winning real improvements to
redress the chronic over-work and exploitation
being endured by NTEU members. This has led to
a defeatist, defensive surrender-without-a-fight
strategy being imposed on many campuses where
the membership has lacked the organisation to
oppose it. Their model is to (1) take some, often
token/symbolic, industrial action, (2) accept large
real pay cuts, and (3) trade this for small wins
around decasualisation. 
    For example, at Western Sydney University,
after only one day of strike action, workers
accepted a 13.45% nominal wage rise, over a
period where the RBA predicts around 18.85%
increase to CPI. This is a predicted real wage cut of
5.4%. In return, management offered a 25%
reduction in academic casual employment and the
staggered creation of just 150 jobs. NTEU officials
heralded this as a “historic win”. But the new jobs
offer a tiny amount of research time, with a
guaranteed floor of just 10% of workloaded hours
dedicated to research. In other words
decasualisation at WSU amounts to the creation of
education focussed roles. Moreover, during 2020-
21 staff at WSU was cut by 18%, including more
than 250 permanent staff, and the agreement fails
to secure 40/40/20 academic workloads.
  The leadership is implementing the same
strategy at UTS. After just two part-day strikes, the
union’s national secretary Damien Cahill told a
members’ meeting it would be disastrous for the 

union nationally if UTS members wanted to “fight
on.” The officials funded the ACTU call centre to call
members to the meeting where the officials pushed
to call off any further industrial action. Their motion
was that an agreement that will create 110 new jobs,
reduce casual academic work by 20%, and a 14.75%
wage increase (i.e. a 4.10% pay cut over the
agreement) would be “sufficient progress to not
proceed with industrial action in December.” The
motion claimed to be from the branch committee,
but the motion had neither been seen, nor approved
by the branch committee.
    This industrial timidity has only emboldened
university management at CSU, SCU and Curtin, to
pursue non-union agreements.This approach has
taken membership backwards at the other NSW
branches, which have lost an average of 5% of the
membership over 2022. It is not the only option.
 
The fighting alternative
A handful of NSW branches are marching forward
with action. Newcastle University union members
delivered a huge blow to university management
everywhere when 82% of staff voted against a non-
union ballot that would have seen huge attacks to
workloads and pay. The University of Sydney has
taken six days of strike action to fight an
emboldened management. And members at Uni of
New England are gearing up for industrial action
after a historic 500-person ‘Convocation’ which called
for the resignation of Vice Chancellor James Harris.
The strategy of action has delivered these branches
an average 11% growth in union membership.
     The massive win against the non-union ballot at
Uni of Newcastle shows the appetite for action of
grassroots members. On December 15 University of
Newcastle management put a non-union agreement
to staff. The branch, which had held a very
successful 24-hour strike in September, waged a
strong NO! campaign. In a total humiliation for VC
Alex Zelinsky 89% of academic staff and 75% of
professional staff voted to reject Management’s non-
union offer. The NTEU at Newcastle is now preparing
for further strike action.
    After six days of strike action, the NTEU at the
University of Sydney are still fighting for sick pay for
casuals, a real (above inflation) pay rise, and
balanced academic roles, which combine research
and teaching. This involves stopping management’s
attempt to abolish the right for academics to have a
40% research, 40% teaching and 20% ‘service’
workload allocation. The branch is also fighting to...

increase the proportion of these balanced roles
within the academic workforce which have fallen
from 70% of academic staff in 2000 to just 45% by
2021.
 However, even where branches are actively
bargaining, there are still efforts from some union
officials to limit or oppose industrial action. After 19
months of bargaining, USYD members voted to
increase the scope for work bans, including ‘flat
marking’ and marking bans, which would need a
further ‘Protected Action Ballot’ of all members to be
ruled legal.
   But the NSW Division has been reluctant for the
ballot to go ahead. . While they were happy to
provide funds to the ACTU call centre to help call the
UTS campaign to a close, they have so far refused to
fund the call centre to support calls to get this PAB
over the line, successfully defeating a RAFA motion
to state council. This attitude will need to change if
the USYD branch’s industrial strategy is to be
optimized.
    In 2017, in USYD’s last round of bargaining, even
though momentum was growing for further action
to win casual workers sick pay, the ACTU call centre
was used to mobilise the biggest mass meeting of
the campaign, not to build momentum for the
strikes, but to vote to settle. This was such an
unnecessary defeat for the branch. Many good
union members became disillusioned by the
strategies being pushed by the state and national
NTEU and dropped out of activity. But the same
ingredients of defeat are being brought together
again outside the USYD branch 
    We need an urgent debate about strategy among
union members across the state. The organisation
and strength being shown by the USYD and
Newcastle branches shows that staff want a serious
fight to defend their conditions and pay. But winning
these requires building on the willingness to fight,
maximising rank and file control of
disputes/bargaining and explicitly opposing any
strategy that is pushing for rapid settlement of
agreements that trade below inflation pay increases
for minimal numbers of education focussed jobs.
 The week of action in April/May provides an
opportunity to build solidarity across the NTEU
branches to support the industrial action that can
win real pay rises and secure jobs.
 

NTEU NSW at the crossroads -the
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Call out for next issue and contact RAFA
Do you have a report from your workplace area at the University of Sydney? RAFA would love to hear from
you. Let us know the challenges you face, the types of conversations you and your colleagues are having,
and your ideas to take the struggle forward by writing to: rafausyd@gmail.com, contact us on Facebook,
Twitter or Instagram, or call Jean on 0449 646 593.
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