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Successful unionism in a difficult environment

The Papua New Guinea Maritime Workers
Industrial Union in the 1990s

Michael Hess

Internationally, maritime transport has gained a reputation for difficult
industrial relationships. It has also provided amongst the most successful
examples of union organisation. With wharves and ships playing pivotal
roles in national and international trade for a wide range of industries,
workers in these areas have been able to use industrial power in ways
unavailableto most employees. Industrial relationsresultsareseenalonga
continuum from cultures of bargaining to traditionsof confrontation. State
intervention has also played aprominent role, with governments drawn to
attempt regulation of an industry with such broad economic impacts.

PapuaNew Guinea(PNG) hasproven no exceptiontothisinternational
trend. Waterside workers and seamen were amongst the first indigenous
workersto unionise and they have been remarkably successful in using the
industrial relations system to improve their terms and conditions of
employment. In this the influence of Australian practice has been strong.
Theindustrial relationssystemitsel f hasbeen modelled onthat of theformer
colonial power and recent reform has followed the pattern familiar in
Australiaof movingfrom central tribunal determinationto enterprisebased
agreements. Unionsin PNG generally and theMaritimeWorkersIndustrial
Union (MWIU) in particular have had sustained and direct linkswith their
Australian counterparts.
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In the 1990s, however, with the Australian waterfront unions and
management plunging into their most serious industrial confrontationsin
decades,® their PNG counterparts have continued to negotiate their
employment relations successfully in a stable and non-confrontationist
industria environment. Theunionhasbeenthrough aperiodof regeneration,
shipping tonnages are high, companies are investing in new vessels and
stevedoring productivity |evel shave been acceptabl eto both employersand
government. Whileoverall thismay be seen asoneof PNG’ sfew industrial
success stories, this article concentrates more narrowly on the role of the
union in the industry. It seeks to explain the union's organisational
effectiveness in terms of its historical capacity to gain for its members
outcomesthat have contributed in afundamental way to theviability of the
industry.

Constraints to effective union organisation in PNG

In PNG a number of historically specific contraints have faced workers
seekingto devel op effectiveunions. Whilesomeof thesearisefromexternal
factors to do with legislation and economic performance, there are also
internal issueswith regard to thewillingness and capacity of PNG workers
to establish and maintain collective industrial organisations. In order to
understand thesuccessof maritimeworkersindoingthisitisfirst necessary
to look briefly at how unions have fared in PNG more generally. The
following discussion positions the experience of maritime workerswithin
an overview of PNG union history.

While PapuaNew Guineaworkerswereinvolvedin someanti-colonial
protest, most spectacul arly the 1929 Rabaul Strike(Gammage 1975; Willis
1970) they did not becomeindustrially organiseduntil |ateinthecolonial era.
Inthelate 1950schangesin Australian colonial policy under theministerial
direction of Paul Haduck saw the first attempts at recognising and
regulatingthe’ free’ labour marketsof themajor townsof thethen Territory
of Papuaand New Guinea (TPNG). Subsequently Hasluck has presented
thisintermsof ‘ reformulating’ colonial labour policy tomeet contemporary
needs (Hasluck 1976: 231-2). His cabinet memorandum at the time,
however, couched the need for change in terms of avoiding international
criticism, particularly within United Nations fora, and forestalling the
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possibility of nationalist and communist agitation using worker grievances
asleveragetogainpolitical influence(Minister for Territories1960). Inany
case, during 1959-60 Hasl uck met with representativesof regionally based
welfare societiesin Port Moresby and established a Native Wages Board.
Thisheard submissionsfrom empl oyer organisationsand thenewly formed
PNG Workers' Association (PNGWA) led by Reuben Taurekaand Albert
Maori Kiki (Metcalf 1968: 104-13; Hess1992: 60-77).

The Board hearings gave TPNG's urban workers their first real
opportunity to air long-standing grievances formally. The Workers
Association was assisted in this task by the public solicitor, W A * Peter’
Lalor, who was aso president of the largely expatriate Public Service
Association. So successful were the union case and the public meetings
accompanyingitthat theemployers' organi sationsenteredinto negotiations
with the Workers' Association and agreed on an urban cash wage a few
days before the Board was to deliver its findings. The Board promptly
declared thisagreement acommon rule and suggested further legislation to
establish legal mechanisms for the settlement of future disputes. As the
Urban CashWageAwardthisdecisionbrought ‘ modern’ wagearrangements
to TPNG's four magjor towns, Port Moresby, Lae, Rabaul and Madang.
There was some outcry in the settler pressthat the proposal to establish a
completeindustrial relationssystemwoul d causethecolonial administration
to ‘lose control’ and that unions led by ‘black Neros' would sow discord
among the normally contented workforce (South Pacific Post 18 April
1961). Hasluck’ s administration, however, using the Western Australian
state legislation as amodel, gazetted both an Industrial Relationsand an
Industrial OrganisationsOrdinance, whichlegalised unionsand established
asystem of compul sory conciliationand arbitration. Asthesettler pressput
it, ‘the demon’ was loose but clearly even the politically conservative
Minister Hasluck did not agree that it would ‘ speedily ruin the Territory’
(South Pacific Post 11 Nov. 1961).

Subsequently a series of regional general workers associations was
formed in towns throughout TPNG (Stevenson 1968; Hess 1990). Most
were organised by local politicians, with theimmediate aim of securingthe
flow-on of the Urban Cash Wage Award to their locality. In thisthey were
generally successful, with maritime workers forming the backbone of the
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organi sations, and by themid-1960semploymentinmost TPNG townswas
regulatedinthisway. Atthesametime, however, thepolitical aspirantswho
had been the unions' leaders were drawn into the business or political
opportunitiesbecomingavailableinthetwilight of colonial rule. Thiscreated
aproblem for the colonial officials charged with the administration of the
Australian-style system of arbitration. Unions that can act as formal
representatives of employeesare pivotal to the effective operation of such
a system. With many of their leaders becoming professiona politicians,
most of the regionally based general workers' associations were unable to
sustain this representational role for long periods. The solution was for
officialsof the Department of Labour to stepinto prop up theunionssothat
they could fulfil the minimum statutory requirements necessary for the
systemto operate. Theresult wasthat neither the system nor theunionshad
much of aworkplace presence athough both could be quite effective at a
national level wherethecolonid labour official sand thepaliticianswho had
been union leaders were most available (Hess 1987, 1988).

This dependency on colonia officials and absentee |eaders placed the
unionsingeneral inawesak situation. Nor didtheprocessend withtheinitial
groupof unionleaders. Many workers' organisationslost severa generations
of leadersasindividual sestablished their |eadership credential sinthelocal
genera workers' unions and then |eft them to assume grander roles on the
national andlater provincial political stages.

PNG'’s first unions were no more successful in terms of national
organisation, wherethey have been hampered by their failureto develop an
effectivepeak council. Effortsinthemid-1960stodraw theregionally based
genera workers' associationsintoaTerritory-widefederationfailed (Hess
1988). While officials of the Department of Labour saw a usein such an
organisation’s potential for facilitating the operation of the industrial
relationsmachinery, thepoliticianswhoformed its|eadership saw noreason
to share their power bases with each other or the colonial bureaucracy.

Subsequent efforts to establish a Trade Union Congress (TUC) were
more successful (Hess 1992: 149-87). In the mid-1970s the organisation
repested thehistory of theregional workers' associationsthat wereitsmajor
affiliates, becoming part of the political machinery of Toni I1a, Minister for
Labour in the Pangu Pati Government. Based in Ila’s electorate in the
provincia centre of Lae, the TUC provided a conduit for international
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assistance, which was of direct benefit to I1a s electorate but did little real
industria relations work. Subsequently a change in leadership—in which
thelateHenry M oses, | eader of theBougainvilleMiningWorkersUnion, was
prominent—and a move to Port Moresby saw organisation reach a high
point in 1989, with the affiliation of unions bringing the membership to
70,000 or about one-third of theworkforce. At thistimethe TUC had asits
general secretary Lawrence Titimur, aformer official of the Department of
Labour, whose administrative experience was evident in its increased
organisational capacity.

Internal difficulties, however, emerged in the early 1990s. The large
public sector unions withdrew support following resistance of other
affiliatesto movestoincreasetheir influencein the peak council. Today the
TUChasrevertedtoalargely privatesector baseand despiteeffortsof some
dedicated official sit continuesto depend heavily oninternational assistance.
A magjor TUC strategy that has met with some success has been to
encouragetheamal gamation of small and/or regional unionstoformnational
organisations, which are more likely to have the leadership and financial
resources to operate effectively. This has resulted in the formation of a
national union in the communications industry covering postal and
telecommuni cation aswell asel ectronicand print mediaemployees. Efforts
to replicate this in mining and energy industries have also made some
headway. In 1998 workers organisations in the various banks and
insurance companiesamal gamated to form thefirst national finance sector
organisation, the PNG Banking and Insurance WorkersUnion. Thisisone
of thefew industriesinwhich employmentisexpanding, soanational union
may prove quite asignificant development.

A cameo of the TUC' sinternal difficultieswason display inlate 1998
whenthe TUC becamepoalitically embroiledinthenational budget process.
This processwasitself part of awider policy controversy surrounding the
roleof PNG'’s Chief Economic Advisor, Dr Pirouz Hamidian-Rad (Curtin
1999). Dr Rad had spent much of his career as a World Bank economist
during the period when the thrust of the Bank’s policy was very dry
economic rationalism. He had been leader of the Bank’ steam in PNG and
successfully transferred his employment to the Prime Minister under
extremely favourablefinancial conditions. WhileDr Rad’ sneoliberal policy
prescriptionsand hispresidential styleattracted criticism, hisimpact during
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theperiod of Bill Skate' sprimeministershipwashuge, with very few policy
makers capable of putting forward aternative views.

The 1998 budget process was notable for Dr Rad’ simpact. Amongst
the policies bearing his imprint were those to cut areas of government
spending regarded as not contributing to ‘ development’. These included
labour regulation. Inthedrafti ng stagesof budget planning, anctewasmade
of the possibility of deleting funding to several key labour regulatory
activities—thearbitrationtribunal , theofficeof thelndustrial Registrar, the
National Training Council, theNational L abour ConsultativeCommitteeand
theMinimumWagesBoard. Whenthefina budget paperswererel easedthis
notationremained.

The implications for unions were considerable. In particular the
function of the Industrial Registrar was fundamental to their operations
because it is only through forma registration that they acquire the legal
ability to organise. So athreat to this office could be interpreted as having
the intention of removing the practical right to organise, despite the
guarantee of thisright in the PNG Constitution (Paska 1998: 1-2).

Union official swerefuriousand despitethe PrimeMinister’ sstatement
that Cabinet had rejected theideaand that the referencesought to have been
removed, TUC president, Caspar L apan, calledfor publicmeetingsand a24-
hour strike against the budget proposals. He seemsto have been guided in
this action by former TUC general secretary, Lawrence Titimur, who had
been working as an independent advocate for some unions, including the
Communication Workers' Union of which L apanwasal so president. Some
statutory authority employeesand government-employed doctors, thel atter
apparently for reasons quite unrelated to the TUC' s grievances, did take
strike action. The calling of public meetings, however, became the major
focusof the TUC activity. These meetingssaw unionistsand non-unionists
who were dissatisfied with aspects of the government’s performance
raising a wide range of political issues. This tactic attracted activists
amongst whom were figures openly associated with the parliamentary
Opposition, whose influence with the TUC may have been reflected in its
new demand for the withdrawal of the entire budget. Needless to say the
Government indicated that it had no intention of alowing the budgetary
process to be derailed in such afashion. Some union officials, in any case,
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had doubtsabout the political wisdom of challenging thefundamental policy
process of ademocratically elected Government in thisway (Paska 1998).

One of the difficulties faced by the TUC in this dispute was that the
absence of its general secretary John Paska (who had been studying in
Australiafor most of the year) meant effectively the loss of the ability to
make strategic decisions. Paska returned to PNG during the strike. In an
interview at the time he expressed the view that ‘unions should not be
politically partisan’, complementingit with hisjudgement that TUC affiliates
‘were not well prepared for along drawn out battle with the Government’.
Through his intervention, Lapan was replaced in the management of the
dispute, leading the TUC executiveto pursue amore moderate course. The
successof themoremoderatestrategy wasevident when TUC representatives
meeting with the Prime Minister received a guarantee that the labour
functions would be funded, that a Minimum Wages Board would be
convened in 1999 and that the administration of the val ue added tax would
be reviewed. This represented a substantial achievement from the union
point of view, raising the possibility of aninquiry into minimum wagesfor
the first time since 1992 and promising an opportunity to present public
argument regarding the distributional impacts of the tax regime.

The outcome of this dispute and its implications for the TUC in
organisational terms are still far from clear. It was, however, a public
relations disaster for the unions, who were accused of taking politically
motivated action instead of accepting an outcome both negotiated by the
TUC secretary and offering possibilities for airing long-term industrial
grievances. Nor did the industrial relations administration emerge with
much credit. A dispute that began with the suggestion that this regul atory
machinery be abandoned proceeded to show just how powerless it was
when sections of the union movement and their supporters took their
grievances to the streets.

Such spectacular action has, however, been rarein recent PNG union
activity. Intermsof private sector unionism, unionsof miningworkershave
been significant playersinthelargemining venturesthat have been keeping
the PNG economy afloat. With many employees moving from one mineto
another, theshared experienceof bothindustrial organisationandindustrial
conditions has facilitated organisation. The 15 years before the 1989
collapse of mining by Bougainville Copper Limited at Panguna saw many
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workerspassthrough theranksof thevery successful BougainvilleMining
WorkersUnion(BMWU). Under theleadership of thelateHenry M oses, this
union had built on gainsmade during the construction phase of themineand
itsassociated facilities, when Australian unions had been very active. The
relationshipit had devel oped with both minemanagement anditsworkforce
enabled it to exercise great influence over workplace practices.

Government policy seemsto have beeninfluenced by bothBMWU and
maritimeunion successesand hasbeen firmly opposed to the establishment
of a nationa organisation or the formal standardisation of terms and
conditions of employment for mining workers. On most mining sites,
however, thereareindividual sand organi sationscapabl eof conducting both
direct actionandindustrial negotiation. Informal termsthereareregistered
unions operating at Ok Tedi, Misima and Porgera mine sites, while
employeesat Lihir havebeentryingtogainunionregistration. Proposal sfor
the establishment of a national union have struck both bureaucratic and
political obstacles. Opposition hastaken two forms. Onthe onehandit has
come from the Employers Federation, which fears national escalation of
disputesunder anational union. Ontheother therehasbeenresistancefrom
local officia s—especially of therelatively effective Ok Tedi union—who
fear alossof influenceif their unionisabsorbedinto anational organisation.
In terms of the bureaucratic process, the registration of the national union
can take place only after secret ballots have been conducted but despite
someinitial enthusiasmthethreelocal unionshavebeenunableto complete
this process.

In other private sector areas unions have met with less success.
Organisations of retail workers have existed in major towns for short
periods, with company unionsbeing prominent for periodsinmajor trading
enterprisessuch asBurnsPhilp and Steamships. Intheearly 1990sthe Port
Moresby Commercial Workers' Union enjoyed somesuccess, attracting as
many as 1 000 members.

In the public sector, the Public Employees, Teachers and Police
Associations continue to have large memberships. Formed in 1947 to
represent colonia civil servants, the PEA (Public Employees Association)
compl eteditstransformationinto aunion of PapuaNew Guineanemployees
in1973withtheel ectionof itsfirst national general secretary, Jacob Lemeki.
Whileitistruethat sincethenonly oneperson (Madiu Andrew) hasheldthis
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positionfor morethanfour years, theassociation hasneverthel essmaintained
astableleadershipthroughitsnational president of 18years, NapoleonLiosi.
Inaddition many national executive and regiona committee membershave
been active over long periods. This stability of leadership hasbeen avital
factor in the association’s effectiveness. Also vital have been the sheer
numbersand distribution of members: 23,000 (or about 50% of thetotal of
publicserviceemployees) arespread throughout thenation’ ssmall andlarge
towns.

The PEA has pursued a strategy of direct pressure on government
rather than militant industrial action. Recent public sector wage rounds
demonstrate the effectiveness of thisaswell as showing just how complex
even cooperative industrial relations can become. In 1995, against a
background of awagesfreeze, the PEA and the government agreed ona9%
wageincrease. ThePEA, inlinewithitspolicy of ‘ economicresponsibility’,
had argued that CPl movementssincethepreviousincreaseof 17%justified
ald%increase. Thefinal agreement wasfor aninitial 4.9%increase, which
wasgranted in February 1995 (Post Courier 9 Feb. 1995), with therest of
theincrease to follow ayear later. No budgetary provision, however, was
made for this. So when theincreasefell due the government simply had no
money to pay for it. Availability of money wasfurther constrained because
of theconditionsof drought and humanitarian disaster dominating 1996 and
1997. The fact that the due date for the (retrospective) payment was
February 1996 meant that the longer payment was delayed the greater it
became. By early 1998, the PrimeMini ster had agreed to makethepayments
and theassociation had offered tolessen the burden on the budget by having
it applied to PEA members only (about half of the public service). In the
event, when thefinal payment of 4% wasmadein early 1999, it wasapplied
toal public servants.

While this does not mean that public servants' wages have kept pace
withinflation, any wage gainsin this climate may betaken asindicators of
the association’ sindustrial capacity. On the other hand the PEA has been
unable to prevent substantial job losses. Currently it faces the prospect of
theretrenchment of 7,000 national public sector employeesat thevery time
that reform of local government structuresiscreating aneed for anincrease
in public servants at provincial and district levels. In fact rather than
campai gning against the public sector restructuring that hasled tothesejob
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losses, the association’s leaders have adopted a ‘responsible’ stance in
which they have accepted the necessity of reform and have sought
compensation for those forced to leave their employment. This approach
has been in line with long-standing association policy of avoiding
confrontation. Atitsfiftiethanniversary, national president Liosi wasproud
to point out that the PEA’s last major strike had been in 1983. He
characterised this moderate modus operandi as ‘ensuring industrial and
social stability inthepublicservice',whichheclaimedas‘ oneof the PEA’s
outstanding but understated achievements' (PEA 1997: 2).

Several constraints to effective union organisation in PNG can be
identified fromthisbrief history. Theexternal onesrel atetotheenvironment
established by the bargaining structures of theindustrial relations system,
economic performance and the policies of government. Historically, none
of these has been favourable to successful unionism. Apart from a brief
period in the mid-1970s when the prospect of political independence
favoured a nationalist approach, PNG governments have seen unionsasa
threat to both political stability and economic policy. In genera this has
paraleled the views of managers. Furthermore, few industries have
performed well enough to make buying workers off a viable management
strategy. So there have been both material and ideological obstacles to
accepting that unions might have alegitimate placein workplacerelations.
Both political and manageria attitudes have impacted on the industrial
relations system itself. On paper, this system seeksto replicate Australian
bureaucratic procedures. In practice, PNG has lacked many of the
prerequisites for the successful operation of such asystem. This has been
especially truewith regard to trained and skilled managers, administrators
and union officials. Furthermore, theindustrial relations system has been
under-resourced to the point where the agencies charged with its oversight
arerarely able to carry out their statutory functions.

By regional standards PNG's labour costs are high, a feature that
academic commentators and many managers attribute to union bargaining
power. Whilethisview fitseasily into aneoliberal economic analysis, itis
difficulttocorrelatewithPNG unions’ organisational weakness. A stronger
argument from a neoliberal perspective seems to be that the centralised
bargaining structure has made wage movements almost inevitable.
Historically, this system has enabled unions to function at a bureaucratic
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level wherethey could gainwagerisesby completingtheformal requirements
of thetribunal system regardless of their actual strength inworkplaces. So
a written log of claims once rejected by employers could be advocated
beforeanindustrial tribunal by asinglecompetent union official andbecome
the basis for anew award. This was especialy the case in the 1970s and
1980s when regular Minimum Wages Board decisions provided cost of
living—based increases that could be incorporated in awards by alargely
administrative process regardless of any industry specific considerations.

Inthe Australian system of arbitrationthishighly formalised approach
was recognised as producing unions that were ‘industrial cosmetics
fulfilling a bureaucratic function and representing the interests of the
industrial relations system as much as those of their members (Howard
1977). InPNGitalowed unionstoremainingood standingintheindustrial
relations system regardless of their actual presencein theworkplace. Thus
many apparently ‘successful’ unions operated in an unreal bureaucratic
environment wheretherealities of their industriesand even theinterests of
their members were secondary considerations. The result for many PNG
unionswas apolitical rather than an industrial modus operandi. Not only
were union officials themselves generally political activists with personal
agendas well beyond the immediate workplace interests of their members,
but the most effective mechanisms available to unionswere also political.
Inparticular their rel ationshi pwiththestateindustrial rel ationsagencieswas
acrucia factor in organisational success. In PNG this made most unions
agentsof thebureaucracy, withlittleinterest inthesuccessof theindustries
in which their members worked, no focus on their members' long-term
workplace interests and little capacity to promote those interests.

The relative success of the PNG Maritime Workers Industrial Union
(MWIU) should be judged against this background.

The development of the MWIU

Maritime workers have been able to avoid most of the problems evident
generaly in PNG unions, through the establishment of anational industry-
wideorgani sationthat hasenjoyed remarkably stablel eadership and pursued
anindustrial rather than apolitical agenda. Theposition of legitimacy inthe
industry that this strategy has won their union is unusual in ‘devel oping’
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countries in general and quite remarkable in PNG. This success has its
historical roots in the decision of the maritime workers to split from the
general workers associations in the years just before and just after
Independence, a time when the political situation was conducive to the
success of an organisation representing indigenous workers against the
largely foreign owned and managed stevedoring and shipping companies.

Maritime industry unionism began itsindependent existencein 1968.
Many Port M oresby waters deworkershad been membersof theunregistered
PNGWA and its successor the Port Moresby Workers' Association
(PMWA) which was briefly active in the mid-1960s. During the 1968
electioncampaignAlbert Maori Kiki and hisfellow radical nationalist Gavera
Rea sought to revive the PMWA. At a meeting called for this purpose
workersangrily rejected theidea, demanding to know what had become of
theassociation’ sfunds, but thewatersideworkerspresent asked Reatohelp
them start their own union. Both Kiki and Rea lost in the elections to
candidates closely associated with the colonial administration. Reaturned
hispolitical attention to the waterfront, where it was amatter, as he put it,
of ‘doing something for the workers' (Hess 1988).

Ittook Reasix monthsto negotiatethebureaucraticlabyrinthtoregister
the Central District Waterside Workers' Union (CDWWU). By the time
registration finally came through, contact with the Australian Council of
Trade Unions (ACTU) had resulted in the Australian Waterside Workers
Federation’ s(WWF) general secretary, Charlie Fitzgibbon, comingto Port
Moresby to establish the union’sfirst log of claims. CDWWU committee
members at that timerecall the colonial administration’sinitial refusal of
permission for him to enter TPNG. They also recall their anazement as
Fitzgibbon explained ‘how to do things properly’. Encouraged by the
promise of improvements rather than actual concrete gains, watersiders
joined the new union rapidly. By 1970 there were just over 400 financial
members and it was possible to employ Reaas afull-time official.

Reaand his committee were able to achieveimmediate improvements
intermsand conditionsof employment, eventhough hewasunwillingtouse
the full range of bargaining tactics available, which from self-government
in1972included acongtitutional righttostrike. Furthermore, Rea spalitical
activities involved a focus on matters much broader than his members
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industrial grievances. The problem the union committee members faced
was that whilethey heartily approved of Rea sradical nationalist politics,
they al so needed someonewith the administrative and organisational skills
required by unionsin theformal industrial relations system, who would be
a constant presence on the waterfront.

Reahimself helped them find such apersonin Reg McAlister, ayoung
Australian clerk who was an honorary official of the Clerical and Shop
Assistants' Union and was aso active in local pro-independence groups.
WithReaheavily involvedin political matters, McAlister wasintroduced to
Port Moresby’s waterside workers as someone who could replace the
politicianintheunion (Hess1987). Despiteinitial scepticism, itwastoprove
a fruitful arrangement and rank and file leaders quickly recognised the
commitment and ability McAlister brought to the job as their secretary.

Intheyearsbetween self-government andindependence (1972—75) the
CDWWU reveded a capacity for using a range of industria tactics
successfully. It took direct action, bargained for agreementswithemployers
and took matters to industrial tribunals. The matters it successfully
addressed ranged from what Fitzgibbon had described as the ‘filthy and
nauseating’ conditions of waterfront amenities (Maritime Worker 4 Aug.
1968: 1) throughirregul aritiesin paymentstoissuesof training and safety.
In addition, it began to make rapid stridesin improving wages. Matterson
which Rea had been unable to make progress proved solvable once
employers realised that the union would, if it deemed it necessary, take
strong direct action.

The greatest impact of the union on the stevedoring workplace,
however, cameabout asaresult of Boardsof I nquiry into casual stevedoring
labour in 1973 and 1975, in which the WWF's Norm Docker assisted
McAlister and the union committee. The Boards were established by the
nationalist coalition Government (in which Reawas Minister for Labour)
after consistent pressure from the union on the issue of casual labour. Up
until this time the port’s casual waterside workers were hired under a
version of the notorious ‘ bull system’ inwhich men lined up like cattle for
stevedoring supervisorsto choose the men who would get the opportunity
to work. Not only was this system open to nepotism and corruption but it
was clearly inefficient to take labour literally ‘ off the street’.
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Despite the low productivity—a result of the use of what was, often,
untrained and transient |abour—the stevedoring companies resisted all
demandsfor aregistered and rostered casua workforce. Docker, McAlister
and experienced waterside workers on the union’s committee, such as
Daniel Haroi and Doriga Navo, convinced the tribunal that amodern port
needed amodern workforce and that the interests of the industry would be
best served by abandoning the colonial practicesof thepast. Theresult was
theingtitution of asystem in which casual watersiders were registered and
rostered to equalise work opportunities amongst experienced employees.
Both productivity and employment security improved.

The tactic of using the experience of Australian unions and the
opportunities of arbitration to expose outdated, inequitable and inefficient
work practiceswas also employed in respect of permanent watersidersand
seamen. PN G seamen on overseas shipshad often used Seamen’ sUnion of
Australia officers in Australian ports to press their claims on reluctant
owners and oppressive officers. By the mid-1970s those employed in the
PNG coastal tradehad begunto dothesame, usingthe CDWWU whentheir
shipscameinto Port Moresby. McAlister’ srepresentation of seamen (and
later fishermen) was so successful that the CDWWU becametheirdefacto
industrial organisation.

A similar situationevolvedinrespect of regional maritimeunionsinLae,
Madang and Rabaul. Like the CDWWU, these organisations had been
formedinthelate 1960sbut had experienced fluctuating fortunesdetermined
by their capacity to attract and retain competent and able leadership. Not
only did union secretaries follow the well-trodden path into politics with
regularity but committee membersand delegateswere often alsolost to the
organi sation because of the high labour turnover intheindustry. CDWWU
success was widely reported by national media and discussed as seamen
carried stories—often exaggerated ones—from port to port.

Asaresult, in 1978 moves were begun to bring the overseas seamen
andthoseoperating out of thefour major portsintoasingleorganisationwith
the Lae, Rabaul, Madang and Port Moresby waterside workers. The
logistical difficultiesof thisweregreat. Of thesix unionsinvolved only the
CDWWU hadanythingliketheadministrativecapacity requiredfor effective
operation. Thelegid ativerequirementspertaining to amal gamation demanded
meetings at which minutes were kept of resolutions (including particular
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wordings) aswell as secret ballots of financial members. In an uneven and
messy process, thedesireof workerstoimprovetheirindustrial representation
and the determination of the CDWWU committeeto pursue the formation
of anational organisation eventually overcame the obstacles. In 1982 the
PNG WatersideWorkersand Seamen’ sUnionwasregistered, withbranches
inPort Moreshy, L ae, Madang and Rabaul . Reg McAlister becamethenew
union’sfirst national secretary, capping ten years of work to improve the
organisational and industrial situation of workersin theindustry.

The success of the CDWWU wasduetoitsability tolocateand usethe
power availabletoit. Thiswasfounded onawillingnesstotakedirect action,
whichinturnrelied heavily ontheunderstanding, disci plineand commitment
of its members. Here the work of its committee was crucial: workplace
|eadersdevel oped and explained union policy tothepoint whereall members
of theworkforcewere strong and knowl edgeabl e supportersof thechanges
the union sought. The nature of thisreform agendawas avital factor inits
success, the changes being largely about modernising workforce
arrangements. With the dead hand of colonialism resting heavily upon
employersin this period, it was the union that took the lead in demanding
the structural changes needed to allow the creation of a permanent, skilled
and committed workforce. The organisational focus of these activitieswas
alsocrucia inthe union’ ssuccess. McAlister and Docker provided the sort
of formal administration and advocacy that made it possible for workers
grievances to be dealt with through the mechanisms of conciliation and
arbitration rather than through constant resort to confrontation in the
workplace.

The example this set for other maritime workers was such that it was
possible to overcome the considerable obstacles to the formation of a
national, industry-wide union. Not least among these obstacles were the
bureaucratic and legal actions required to wind up some organisations,
amalgamate others and start an entirely new one. As unions have found
internationally, amal gamation presentshuge problems; for an organisation
intheimmediate post-independenceyearsin PNGtoachieveitwasnomean
feat. The establishment of the national Waterside Workers and Seamen’s
Union (WWSU), however, also represented atriumph over PNG’ sspecific
barrierstoorganisational effectiveness. Thegreatest of thesewasregionalism.
In a nation where the primary loyalties of individuals are to family, clan,
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ethnic/languagegroup andregion (inthat order) thedifficulty of establishing
organisationsthat bridge hundreds of such loyaltiesis extreme. When the
national unionwasregisteredit was, arguably, theonly national organisation
to have been formed by Papua New Guineans. Under the colonial regime,
all other national bodies—political, socia and religious—had been the
creationsof Australians.

The MWIU in the contemporary environment

Theestablishment of thenational WWSU marked thebeginning of adecade
of quiet achievementin PNG maritimeindustrial relations. During thistime
theunion consolidateditsorganisational gainsthroughtheexpansion of the
award system. While direct industrial action remained a potent threat of
which employerswereoften reminded, most of theunion activity took place
within the functioning of the national arbitration system. This operated at
threelevels, from each of whichthe WWSU wasabl etotakeadvantage. The
first level wasthat of the Minimum Wages Board, which delivered regular
decisionsincreasing minimum wagesin line with cost of living increases.
The second level involved the making of new awards and the updating of
existingawards. Thethirdlevel saw theuseof industrial tribunalstoresolve
particular disputes.

Most PNG unionswere ableto benefit from thefirst of theselevelsby
seeking a ‘flow-on’ to their members through applications to alter their
awardsinlinewiththedecisionof thenational tribunal. Somewerea soable
to use the second of the mechanisms of the industrial relations system,
although for many, even therelatively straightforward processesinvolved
in updating existing awards proved problematic. Initial enthusiasm, plus
competent leadership and Department of Labour assistance, often carried
anew organisationthrough the processof creating an award. Few wereable
to sustai n thissuccessin the mundane environment of continued operation.
By contrast, the WWSU wasableto useaward renewal sto gain substantial
improvements in wages and conditions. It was also able to use the award
systemto expand these benefitsto areaspreviously unregul ated by specific
provisions. By the mid-1980s its awards were sophisticated documents
detailingtermsand conditionsof employment acrossall thejob classifications
on thewharves and ships. Eventually they included provisionsfor training
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and career progression, which assured Papua New Guineans of access to
skills training and the job security needed for long-term productive
commitment to an industry.

Thethird level of operation for the resolution of disputes available to
unions under the industrial relations system required an organisational
capacity that few PNG unions have possessed. In this regard the WWSU
showed itself to be exceptionally competent, taking action through the
industrial dispute resolution mechanisms on arange of industria issues
familiar toobserversof industrial regulationinternationally. Theseincluded
individual casesin respect of career development, training and dismissal.
They also extended to local and national award coverage, with existing
awardsbeingregularly updated. Maritimeworkersnot originally covered by
the earlier awards were often drawn under their protection by ‘roping-in’
procedures and where this was not possible new awards were established.
Inthisway the WWSU cameto establish itself as one of the few unionsin
PNG, or indeed the Pacific region, with agenuine capacity for autonomous
actionin pursuit of theindustrial interestsof employeeswithinitsindustry.

The 1992 Minimum Wages Board decision marked aturning point in
PNGindustrial relationsingeneral. Thisdeterminationendedtherural/urban
needs-based wage differential and has been hailed by some economistsas
amajor changemaking PNG moreinternationally competitiveand reducing
incentivesfor rural—urbanmigration (AIDAB 1994: 7). Y earslater, thereis
noevidenceeither that PNGismoreinternationally competitiveor that rural—
urban migration has dowed. In terms of the evolution of industria
regulation, however, the 1992 decision may best be seen as part of atrend
away from centralised tribunal-based wage fixing to enterprise-based
collective bargaining. Hereitsrole wasto discourage unions from seeking
broad national increases through minimum wage movements and to
encourageemployersto maketheir own arrangementsoutside of theformal
system. Thisparallelscontemporary devel opmentsin Australiaand seems
to be largely modelled on them. Two major differences between the
Australian and PNG situations are the lack of major legidative changein
PNG and the absence of unions able to operate effectively outside the
tribunal situation.
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A majorimpact, then, of the1992 Minimum WagesBoard decisionwas
arunning down of the arbitration tribunal system, cutting unions off from
the arena in which they had, historically, been most effective. For the
WWSU this coincided with a period of organisational weakness.

Reg McAlister’s retirement from the union in 1986 saw a change in
leadership style, which culminated in adel egate-led revolt and McAlister’ s
return in 1992. In that four-year period, the union had three genera
secretaries and suffered organisational problems such that it became
inactive industrially and almost bankrupt financially. While the union’s
records for this period are incomplete, long-serving committee members
recall being in constant conflict with the senior officials over the lack of
industrial activity and the way in which the union’s funds were spent. The
union’ s1991 bi-annual conferenceprovidessomeinsightsintotheindustrial
style of the new leadership. The Secretary of the Department of Labour
openedtheconferencewith anapol ogy for theMinister’ sunavailability and
prayersfor industrial harmony (MWIU 1991). The president’ sreport then
noted that the new agreement he had just signed with the Employers
Federation had been gained with no disputation, ‘not likein the past’. His
view wasthat this showed how the union was ‘ contributing to the Nation’.

Thepresident alsoreported on hisfinancial stewardship. Heannounced
the establishment of the union’s own superannuation fund and noted
dealings regarding union-owned land. In 1990 the union had title to three
pieces of land in Port Moresby. These became pertinent to disputes
regarding an unpaid taxation liability, for which the government could
resume the land. In a complicated arrangement involving land swaps and
sales, theunion was ableto makeaconsiderableprofit. Asaresult, saidthe
president, ‘| amhappy tomentionthat thisunionishalfamillion[King] rich’.

The members of the union’s National Executive Council were less
happy. They calledinquestionthestyleof decision makingthat had seenthe
president signindustrial agreementswithout theauthorisation of members.
Questions were also asked as to why the land ‘was sold with no proper
recordings and why accounts showed that K12,000 had been paid for a
union vehicle when the actual cost was half that amount. Criticism was
levelled against the president for having no information regarding the
number of membersin the union. The general secretary camein for more
direct attack after hisadmission that he had crashed the union vehiclewhen
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‘returning from the village after a few drinks'. There was less explicit
criticism regarding chegues paid to union employees (including the general
secretary) that may or may not have been ‘ an advancefor Christmas'. The
Executive Council decided that it would alow the general secretary to
remain in his position but that he would not be allowed to sign cheques or
use the car after business hours.

Eventually this style of leadership proved too much for the union’s
committeeto bear. Led by long-standing members Alex Rawali, John Arua
and Vani Hebou, the committee staged arevolt forcing president, general
secretary and seamen’ s secretary from office. Not until 1992 do records
resumethat can paint apictureof theproblemsof thisperiod. Inthevacuum
left by thedeparturesof senior officia s, theunion’ sindustrial officer, Philip
Drang, took on the day-to-day work of running the office. Hetoo, however,
fell foul of thecommittee. Hewasdismissed at the 1992 National Executive
Council meeting under the chairmanship of anew president and with Reg
McAlister participating by invitation. The complaints against him were
largely directed at hisfailure to restore the union to its former operational
effectiveness, alleging specifically hisfailuretotakecontrol of theaccounts,
settleindustrial matters, review awards, signaleasewiththeunion’ stenants
(costing K10,000 in lost income) and provide accounts for 1990-91
(MWIU 1992).

Thiscriticismseemsharshinretrospect. Thered ity was, however, that
Drang had squandered whatever credibility he had with the Council by
‘using hisposition in the unionto apply for the job as General Manager of
Port Moresby Port Services, the stevedoring company in which local
landownershel d 51% of theshares(MWIU 1992). Whenthevotewastaken
to formalise his dismissal, it was unanimous.

The acting general secretary’ sreport delivered by the Momaseregion
secretary, J Turmurum, gave some idea of the extent of corrupt financial
dealingsof thepreviousleadership. Theunauthorised useof unionfundsfor
which either the president or general secretary had signed included the
purchase of vehicles and the withdrawal of the K100,000 in the union’s
investment account. The issue of land transactions was less clear cut
because of varying valuations but the union’s accounts clearly show no
benefit to the organi sation from the salesand transfers reported so happily
by the previous president. The union had also been used to guarantee a
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personal loan for its former president. A seamen’s delegate added to the
genera picture of corrupt behaviour by demanding an accounting for the
spending of an unauthorised levy of K60 per member raised by the former
seamen’s secretary.

Asamoredetailed picture emerged it became hard not to concludethat
theleadership had engagedinasystemati c attempt to striptheunion’ sassets
and raiditsfunds. Thisalso extended to the superannuation fund, of which
the former president was trustee, with the clerk in charge being dismissed
for forging cheques and falsifying documentsrelating to eligibility for the
fund’s housing advance scheme.

The Council then appointed Reg McAlister as general secretary,
DouglasGadebo asseamen’ ssecretary andlong-serving committeemembers
as trustees of the superannuation fund. Coopers and Lybrand were
appointed to audit theunion’ sfinances. Theirinquiriesreveal ed that for the
brief period of the former leadership the union had: an operating loss of
K125,988; ‘ di screpanci esand non-reporting of expenses’ of over K200,000;
an amount of K282,000 from land sale not shown in the accounts; and an
amount of K10,000 held in trust by the union’ slawyersfollowing the land
sale which had not been recovered (Coopers and Lybrand 1993). Some of
the persona extravagance with which the former officials conducted
themselvesat the organi sation’ sexpense can beinferred fromtheauditor’s
comment that ‘the levels of travel, accommodation, entertaining and
executive meeting expenses were particularly high during 1991°.

Whilesuch failurein the proper discharge of afiduciary duty hasbeen
noted by other commentators in respect of unions in other countries and
other organisationsin PNG, the situation of the MWIU deserves attention
particularly because of the way it was turned around.

When McAlister and Gadebo took up their new positionsthe union’s
general account showed a balance of K230, while its investment account
had been cleaned out entirely. Therewere outstanding debtsincurred by the
previousoffice holders, the office tel gphone and facsimile connections had
been cut of f and the uni on faced many unaddressed disputes. Reportstothe
first National Council under the new |eadership reveal the extent and speed
of the change they achieved. These include: ‘finalising’ the property
transfersso that the union got clear titleto land at K onedobu plus K24,500
initsnow specified ‘ property account’; the transfer of monies contributed
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by membersfromtheNational Provident Fundtotheunion’ ssuperannuation
fund; settlement of aseriesof disputeswith shipping companies, for which
membersreceived over K50,000in back pay; the development of acoastal
seamen’s log of claims; and adjustments to watersiders’ wages in minor
ports (MWIU 1993).

Nor did this increase in activity come at a greater cost to the
organisation. In fact the audited accounts showed that organisational
expenses were down from K56,221 in 1991 to a mere K10,081 in 1992.
Despite having to meet outstanding costs from the previous year, this
combined with theincreased incomederived from collecting debtsto result
in afall in the annual deficit from K102,958 in 1991 to K5,050 in 1992
(Coopersand Lybrand 1993).

This dua trend towards proper internal management and effective
industrial representation continued inthefollowing years. National awards
were once again regularly updated and new agreements and awards were
gained. Someresultswere spectacular inindustrial termswhileotherswere
smply solidimprovements. In August 1992 an updated National Stevedoring
Award guaranteed waterside workers 6% wage increases for each of the
following three years. In November 1993 the union was able to update the
National Coastal Seamen’s Award, gaining an interim 3.5% increasefor a
single year with substantial increases in industry allowances and
reclassifications that resulted in many of the seamen’'s long-standing
grievances being addressed. Rather than being simply the result of the
enthusiasm of anewly reformed |eadership, these movementsin termsand
conditions were maintained throughout the whole decade. The union used
the national stevedoring award astheleading award, gainsmadeinit being
sought subsequently in other awards such as those covering coastal and
international seamen and ship’s officers.

The most recent stevedoring award, gained in 1999, included a 12%
one-step wage increase and a 40-hour week. Its most significant gain,
however, wastheinclusion, for thefirst timein private sector employment
in PNG, of a provision for paid maternity leave. The Employment Act
providesageneral entitlement of 12weeks unpaidleavebuttheMWIU was
thefirst uniontohavepart of this(threeweeks) paid asan award entitlement.
The 12% figurealso provided the basisfor 1999 award updatesfor coastal
seamen. Not all of these improvements have been made without
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confrontation. In fact, the last few years have seen a move away from
agreements and back to tribunal decisions. The trend has also seen an
increase in MWIU’ s use of strike as adispute tactic.

Theunion’ smajor battle of themid-1990s, however, wasover anissue
of government policy. In late 1994 the Minister for Transport, Andrew
Baing, announced anintentiontoinstituteapolicy tolocalisetheownership
of stevedoring operationsinPNG. Theunion’ sinitial responsewasto praise
thisintheexpectationthat landowner companieswould befront runnersfor
the new licences (Post Courier 14 Dec. 1994). It quickly became evident,
however, that there was more at stake than was at first apparent. The
chairman of National StevedoresLimited announced that hiscompany had
beeninvited by thegovernment to bid for licencesontheunderstanding that
thiswould deliver to them aviablelevel of custom. While*monopoly’ was
not publicly mentioned at this stage, subsequent events makeit seemlikely
that it was at least raised privately. Now National Stevedores complained
that despite having invested in equipment, ‘we do not seem to have a
business’ and went on to ‘demand that the Papua New Guinea Harbours
Board withdraw all licences issued to foreigners’ (Post Courier 5 Jan.
1995).

Theissue rapidly became an industrial one. Three hundred waterside
workersin Laestruck against the suspension of licencesto thefour foreign
owned companiesthat employedthem. New MWIU president, Alex Rawali,
notedthat thissort of ‘farce’ could‘ leadtoaclosureof al portsby members
of theUnion’ (Post Courier 6-8 Jan. 1995). Thefarce certainly deepened
the following week when the nine companies with stevedoring licencesin
Lae and the five with licences in Port Moresby became involved in direct
confrontations over who was entitled to unload which ships. In Port
Moresby a game of ‘musical wharves was played out with ships being
brought into the main wharf from anchor to find that stevedoring was
unavailable and then being taken out to anchor in the harbour again while
others tried their luck. The high point came when National Stevedores
employeestried to unload aship without the agent’ sauthorisation and were
chased off by the crew and employees of rival companies (Post Courier 9
Jan. 1995, 11 Jan. 1995).
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The dispute then went into abeyance for some months until a new
Minister for Transport, Peter Y ama, thought to try hishand at achieving a
one licence per port policy. He seemsto have seen the Harbours Board as
an obstacleand hisapproachincluded amending the HarboursBoard Act to
make the chai rman aministerial appointee, thusreducing itscapacity to act
independently (Post Courier 5Feb. 1996). In doing thishe pointed out that
‘what I’ vedonehereisexactly thesamething being doneby other ministers
to statutory bodies under their jurisdiction (Post Courier 12 Feb. 1996).

Fivemonthslater Minister Y amaagain raised the issue of the one port
onelicence palicy, announcing it asthe ‘ nationalisation’ of stevedoring at
Madang, Kavieng, Wewak and Oro Bay but then delayingtheimplementation
of themonopoly until anew HarboursBoard wasinstalled (Post Courier 2
July 1996). Rawali deliveredtheunion’ spublicresponse. Whilenot directly
mentioning ‘ cronyism’, the union president questioned the capacity of the
proposed single licenseesto act in theinterests of theindustry. He pointed
out that * these so-called 100 per cent national stevedoring companies have
not stevedored any vessel in any port since they were granted licences in
1994’ . He went on to describe the attempts to impose amonopoly in each
port in terms of the potential loss of jobs, characterising it also asadirect
threat to the landowner based stevedoring companies already operating in
the four ports (Post Courier 17 July 1996).

Finally theempl oyer organi sationsal sojoined thefray publicly whensix
weeks |ater the Chamber of Commerce and Industry, the Rural Industries
Council, the Shippers Council and the Manufacturers Council announced
their opposition to the policy. In ajoint statement they pointed out that
international experience indicated that such a monopoly would lead to
reduced levels of service and increased costs (Post Courier 2 Sep. 1996).
The policy was quietly dropped.

MWIU policy at this point was not only to defeat the granting of a
stevedoring monopoly to people the union committee regarded as ‘the
Minister’s cronies’ but also to subject the Harbours Board to the sort of
scrutiny other maritime industry employers faced. For some time the
MWIU had been signing HarboursBoard employeesasmembersand by the
end of October 1996, 300 or 66% of these workers had joined the MWIU
(National 1 Nov. 1996). At the same time an opportunity to expose
management practi ces arose with the announcement that * Harbours Board
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employees were under investigation for the sale of Board houses at below
market rates, as well as the misuse of vehicles and irregularities in the
Board's chegue accounts (National 30 Oct. 1996). Philip Drang, now
secretary of the Harbours Board National Employees Union, responded by
accusing the MWIU of ‘dirty tricks' and calling on the Board to sack
members of the MWIU (National 13 Nov. 1996).

Over the following months this opposition was eroded by events as
more Harbours Board employees, voting with their feet, joined the MWIU.
By April 1997 when the unions launched their attack on the senior
management of the Board they were operating informally as a single
organisation. Their list of corrupt practices compiled over the preceding
nine monthsincluded: the purchase of three vehiclesfor the* non-working’
Chairmen of theBoard; theuseof thesevehiclesby the Chairman’ swantoks;
theuse of Board funding for personal accommodation and transport for the
Chairman and Genera Manager; and nepotism in appointments and
promotions(Post Courier 9 April 1997).

Thegenera manager at thistimewasamongst thepolitical appointments
criticised earlier when it was first proposed to alter the Act so asto alow
ministerial appointmentsin the Board. It now emerged that this particular
individual had previously been manager of Minister Y ama sowncompany,
in which position he had been sacked and re-employed several times.

Four months later the unions were till calling for a probe of the
HarboursBoard and particularly itspracticeof payingtosenior officershigh
salariesthat wereoutsidetheguidelinesset by thegovernment’ sSalariesand
ConditionsM onitoring Committee(Post Courier 13Aug. 1997). Thestraw
that broke the camel’ s back in this campaign was the Board' s decision to
spend K115,000 to buy its chairman a four wheel drive vehicle. The
government reacted by suspending the Board of Directors and its general
manager (Post Courier 26 Aug. 1997). Subsequently, the State Minister
intervened, overriding the authority of the Minister for Transport, to sack
the genera manager, whose annual salary was revealed to have been
K135,000. EventhePrimeMinister gotintotheact by stopping atermination
payout of K426,400, for which the general manager subsequently sued
(Post Courier 15 Oct. 1997).
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As part of its general economic policy, the current government of Sir
MekereM orautahas continued theHarboursBoard privatisation proposal.
The MWIU, having completed its absorption of the 400 Harbours Board
employees, is even more directly involved now than it was previoudly.
Amongst thesubtl etiesof thesituation arethecomplex rolesof harbourside
landowners throughout PNG, who are often aso shareholders in the
stevedoring companies, waterside workers and members of the MWIU! In
the largest ports these landowners hold 51% of the sharesin the licensed
stevedoring companies. The union’s efforts to develop a united position
with its landowner/members have seen the MWIU arguing that any
privatisation should be on the basis of 51% of the privatised entity being
owned by a combination of the landowners, the employees and the union.

Regardless of the outcome, the 1990s have clearly seentheMWIU re-
emergeasboth anindustrial representative and apolicy player in maritime
transport. Its 3,500 members represent the vast majority of employeesin
the industry. This includes all but the smallest wharves as well as most
vessel soperatinginand out of PNG ports. Theunionhasmembershiplevels
of 100% of the workforce on most of the larger wharves and about 80%
on ships. With careful administration, membership fees have restored the
union’ sfinancial positiontoviability.

Conclusion

An intriguing postscript to this story is provided by the grestly improved
relationship between employersand theunioninrecent years. Shipmentsof
machinery and fuel especialy related to mining activity gave theindustry
record tonnages and high financial turnovers from the mid-1990s. With
shipping companies building new vessels and stevedoring companies
professing themsel ves content with productivity, both investor and labour
sides of the industry may be seen to have made a commitment to its
sustainability. Collectiveagreementsdelivered wageincreasesof some33%
between 1993 and 1997 inan environment of annual inflationratesof around
5%, making the industry one of the few in which employee remuneration
improved inreal termsbefore higher levelsof inflation set infollowing the
Kina's devaluation. Even the tighter economic circumstances of the late
"90s have seen the union continue to be successful in wage negotiations,
with 12% increases being the standard for itsmost recent round of awards.
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Nor doesthere seem to have been any sign of amove by companies against
the union to roll back alegedly ‘unproductive’ practices, as occurred in
Australian stevedoringin 1997-98. While comparative container handling
rates can be mideading, the Port Moresby rate of 19 per hour appears
satisfactory to employers, given the lack of investment in shore-based
equipment and infrastructure. So there are no serious callsfor ‘waterfront
reform’ such asmight result in significant industrial disputation.

The purpose of this article, however, has been not so much to analyse
PNG’s maritime transport industry as to identify more narrowly the
determinants of the success of its union. Had the MWIU been successful
in only one time or place it would be reasonable to expect that these
determinantswould befoundinthat environment. Thefactis, however, that
it has been an effective representative of employees from workplaces as
varied as local wharves and the largest international vessels, and this
effectiveness has spanned periods characterised by forces as different as
colonialism, nationalismandglobalisation. Theonly reasonableconclusion
isthat the major determinants of the MWIU’s success are internal to the
organisationitself.

Clearly a major factor has been a strong, knowledgeable and stable
leadership. WhileRegMcAlisteriseasily visibleasasignificantfigureinthis,
hispresenceisby no meansthetotality of the union’ sleadership potential.
Boththedocumentary record and anecdotal evidenceindicatethat McAlister
has often been the facilitator rather than theinitiator of union policy. Most
often the initiative for activity has come from members in the MWIU
committee structure. A glance through the membership lists of these
committeesrevea sthehighdegreeof continuity therehasbeeninthisgroup
over many years. The National Executive Council, the committees in
particular portsand theshipboard del egatesall includein their number many
individua swho haveserved theunion over considerabl e periods—somefor
most of their working lives. This has given the union a solid base of
experience of both the jobs involved in the industry and the industrial
conditions pertaining to them. When the MWIU fell victim to opportunist
leadershipinthelate 1980sand early 1990sit wasthisgroup of workplace
representatives who were able to identify the problems and setin train the
eventsthat led to their resolution.
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In both historical and contemporary terms the Maritime Workers
Industrial Unionisan outstanding industrial organisation. Thefact that its
30-year history spans a period in which many organisationsin PNG have
failed their membersand their country istestimony tojust how remarkable
the achievements of the MWIU are.

Notes

1 The most compl ete scholarly analyses of these events to date are the
articles by Dabscheck, Glasheak, Harcourt and Sloan in the University of
New South Walesjournal, The Economic and Labour Relations Review,
9(2), December 1992.
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