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Introduction
WW2 to 1986

- Brian Boyd

It has been a perennial problem for the union movement to pass
on to new generations of workers how their working conditions
and wages were achieved. Many an activist unionist has be-
moaned how younger workers take for granted the conditions
they enjoy, or worse, believe it all comes from the “good
heartedness” of the boss.

The industrial and political impact of the BLF, especially between
WW2 and the early 1980’s, is a story that should be told as a
contribution to informing workers of the 21st century how key
established working conditions were won through much struggle,
over long campaigns.

The BLF one out, but often in concert with other building unions, deserves due recognition for the
establishment of many entitlements which we expect today, and which are outlined by Norm
Wallace below Many gains initiated in the nation’s building industry would often transfer into
other industries. The history of the struggles of the BLF, are rich in lessons for today’s unions.



point of view.

In turn, they responded to the various issues raised by the wider community with a united front
approach, when that was possible. Gallagher would lend a sympathetic ear for example to the
conservation causes of protecting heritage buildings. Around Melbourne BLF ‘Green Bans’ would
be crucial in saving from the wreckers ball a number of Melbourne’s icons; these are referred to

by Dave Kerin in his piece below on the Green Bans.

Gallagher would argue it was important for the militant BLF to have good relationships with the
community. The union’s enemies, he pointed out regularly, would always try to isolate the BLF
from the public in order to try to weaken its contributions to both the rank and file and around

wider social issues.

All of this suggests there is much worth in recording the narrative surviving from the days of the
Builders Labourers federation. The fight to defend workers’ rights remains the key task of
Australia’s union movement. A wider appreciation of the story of the BLF can contribute a positive

input in this regard.

Such a story is characterised by struggle, by wins and losses, resulting finally in improved wages,
working conditions and conservation.

The political and industrial conflicts the BLF had with employers and governments contain many
lessons. The BLF saga is a history that has yet to be fully recorded, never mind given some
practical analysis. The role of Norm Gallagher as a senior figure in these four decades of the
building industry deserves some wider and deeper considerations as well. The conservative,
capitalist media has given a biased, one sided view of the BLF and Gallagher over the years.

When the BLF was deregistered in 1986 and again finally in 1991, with the various States based
branches of the union eventually merging in various ways with the CFMEU, the historical

contribution of the BLF tended to be overlooked, as the years went by.

The BLF was definitely an industry leader in pushing for proper wage rates and working conditions
on the nation’s building sites. Achieving a fair rate for a builders labourer, in comparison to the




deserved their own wage bracket.

The progressive left politics of the BLF demanded that even the basic builders labourer was
skilled at the end of the day and his or her rate was respectfully linked to the hierarchy of wages
fought for over the years. These were printed in their thousands and distributed on a regular
basis to every BLF member, organisers and shop stewards. A BLF wages sheet was often used as
a recruiting tool on the smaller, less organised sites, where more often than not it was the
builders labourers who were getting ripped off.

Wider collective industry or site agreements for all building workers were regularly instituted by
the BLF. Construction work associated with the 1956 Melbourne Olympic Games saw the
establishment of the industry’s first Building Industry Agreement (BIA). The concept took off in the
proceeding years.

Leaders like Paddy Malone and Norm Gallagher took many social and political issues to the rank
and file for their consideration. As communists they encouraged BLF members to take on issues
like the injustices inflicted on Aborigines, the US war in Vietham and the Apartheid system in
South Africa.

When conservative governments tried to destroy the original Medibank (now the Medicare
system), thousands of builders labourers joined with other unionists and community groups and
took to the streets in protest. Yes, the BLF story is worth telling and passing on.

., However, this is not
the end of the bigger
story of Australian




BLF National Council Meeting mid 1970's:

Back I-r: Tim Conway (Vic), Unknown, Ron Owens (SA), Unknown, Steve Black (NSW), John
McNamara (NSW), Unknown, Vince Dobinson (QLD), Unknown.

Centre |-r: Speed Morgan (TAS), Harry Daniher (VIC), Kevin Reynolds (WA), Norm Gallagher
(Federal Secretary), Les Robinson (NSW-SA), Unknown, Peter O'Dea (CAN-SA).

Front |-r: Pat George (Fed Office), Norm Wallace (VIC), Unknown, Ray Winstanley (VIC),
Harry Karslake (VIC)




rade Norm Wallace 20

unions.

Norm Wallace was born in 1926 and is a former
official of the Builders Labourers’ Federation
(BLF).

He regrets the fact that many workers and the
general population don’t realize that it has been
Australia’s trade unions, that over many years
fought for and won so many of the social and
working conditions that are now enjoyed but
taken for granted , with unions not getting the
credit that history should accord them.

One trade union that took a leading part in
obtaining and improving the conditions of
Australian workers was the Builders Labourer’s
Federation. This union for a significant part of its
history had a leader named Norm Gallagher.

Today not many people realize that during the
1970s, without a trade union called the Builders
Labourers’ Federation (BLF) and its leader Norm
Gallagher that Melbourne’s much loved Victoria
Market would have been demolished by the
developers hammer and lost to the people of the
city.

Gallagher and the BLF after being asked by
members of the public for support also stopped
the demolition by developers of a number of other
Melbourne historical icons such as the Regent
Theatre, the Melbourne City Baths, Mac’s Hotel




labourers placed work bans on
demolition, that saved these
assets for the people of
Melbourne.

For the best part of 20 years up
until 1986, the name of Norm
Gallagher was known in every
- Australian house-hold.

_— Newspapers would have

Fig 2: Federal Council mid 60’s— Paddy Malone front, 2" from right photographs and constantly
provide stories of his exploits.

Gallagher was famous because he was the militant leader of the BLF.

Gallagher was born in the Melbourne suburb of Collingwood on 20 September 1931. Leaving school
early, his vocabulary and mode of speech was a product of the street as well as a limited education.

This boy who started life without privilege or opportunity, achieved much during his time as a
unionist.

He became an organiser with the BLF in 1951 becoming Federal Secretary of the union in 1961, he
was later elected as Victorian BLF Secretary in 1970.

Wallace was a BLF official in Victoria from 1961 until 1988. He first met Norm Gallagher in 1950
when he and Gallagher were young members of the BLF Victorian Committee of Management and
when the highly respected Paddy Malone was Victorian State Secretary of the BLF.

Norm Wallace was forced to finish his employment as the BLF Assistant Secretary in 1988 when the
union suffered financial problems because of the loss of membership and revenue following the
Deregistration of the BLF, and carve up of its members to other unions.

Wallace says that when Norm Gallagher became an organizer with the BLF in 1952 he was part of a
team of officials working in a well organized trade union led by the respected and extremely capable
Irish and Communist trade unionist Paddy Malone. In addition to being Federal secretary, Norm
Gallagher became Victorian State secretary of the BLF following the death of Paddy Malone in 1970.




union history has left a largely untold or misunderstood story of the often enormous good that the
BLF under Gallagher’s leadership was able to achieve not only for BLF members but for other
workers as well.

Gallagher after attaining the federal leadership of the BLF in 1961, with Paddy Malone as his mentor
grew in confidence and experience. He saw his then main responsibility as improving the
Commonwealth arbitration awards covering wages and conditions of builders labourers throughout
the Commonwealth. He also supported and encouraged campaigns throughout the country including
Victoria where the BLF under the leadership of Paddy Malone was campaigning to improve the
wages, conditions of Victorian builders labourers and other construction workers.

Following the leadership and
# high standards example set by
' Paddy Malone (left, rear),
Gallagher’s subsequent
industrial campaigns continued
to disturb the historic nexus
between the wage rates of
carpenters and other tradesmen
in the construction industry.
Builders labourers such as scaf-
folders, riggers, dogmen,
concreters and steelfixers had
skills that were still undervalued.
Some of the biggest gains in
Victoria were made by
agreements on behalf of
scaffolders. Much to the
embarrassment of other
construction unions including
the tradesmen’s unions,
Gallagher’'s builders labourers’
pay rates eventually became the
! benchmark for other
An historic photo from the 1960’s of two major leaders. construction unions to try and
Standing on a protest platform Clarrie O’Shea is speaking,
while Paddy Malone waits to address workers .




FIA and AWU. Against often strong and fearful opposition from other construction unions, and after
making promises not to try and take the work covered by other unions, Gallagher in 1972
succeeded in having the name of the BLF changed to the more potentially expansionary and
ambitious Australian Building Construction employees and Builders Labourers’ Federation
(ABCE&BLF) Despite the name change the union was still usually referred to as the BLF.(1)

Gallagher was still Victorian and Federal Secretary of the BLF when it lost many members to other
construction unions following deregistration as a federal union by the Commonwealth government
and by state governments in NSW and Victoria in 1986. Gallagher continued to lead a much smaller
BLF until 1991. He died eight years later in 1999. The BLF was finally amalgamated into the
Construction Forestry Mining and Energy Union in 1994.

Wallace speaks of Gallagher as
someone who had the capacity to
make his share of enemies but
whom despite his often rough
manner, could be a friend and in-
spire intense loyalty amongst offi-
cials, friends and members of the
union. His door was open to people

We are here to gerve the members. who came into his office with wide
Without exteption the memberg ranging worries that were not always
ghall have the benefit industrial in nature. These could

TN A include down of luck members who
¢ Doubl i claimg againgt maybe needed jobs or help with
the emploper.

n4.0p P®=m |cgal problems. He would try and
< render assistance or direct them to

Sign over the counter at the old BLF Office, held by George Despard and where they may find help.
Norm Wallace 2013

The BLF like most trade unions
provided free legal advice to members concerning workers compensation usually by arrangement
with a firm of Labor lawyers such as Holding Redlich or Slater and Gordon. In addition to this service,
under Gallagher’s leadership the BLF was one of the few unions that at the time had a paid official
who’s only work was dealing with the personal problems of members and their families as well as
assisting with workers compensation.

Gallagher - Dave Kerin

For | am from another time of revolution’s dreaming,
Life and death on building sites a justice protest screaming.
When | was jailed across the years t’'was not for warts and all,

But for all the ways | caused the rich to bend to labour’s All.
| do not ask for pity or agreement in my wake, simply waken from your dream,
Quickly,

For revolution’s sake.




A younger Cummo, Brian Boyd and Jim Bacon

Gallagher knew that he needed a good general staff if the union was to continue being successful.
He did not hesitate to employ as organisers for the Vic branch young, militant academics from
university who had proven their loyalty to the workers while working as builders labourers. one of
them Jim Bacon from Monash university, was to later become a Labor premier of Tasmania while
another Brian Boyd from Latrobe university, became secretary of the Victorian Trades Hall Council.
A much admired BLF official who came to the BLF after also studying at Latrobe University was
John Cummins.

Seeing the need to keep abreast of technical advances, Gallagher never hesitated to invest in the
latest technology for the BLF office and officials. This involved buying an early computer and an
early version of a colour printer. Another initiative that also set the tongues of other building
unions

wagging, was the installation of two way radios in organizers cars, this was long before the
invention of mobile phones and was a great advance in communications for the union.

Norm Wallace recognizes and stresses that it was not always only the BLF or builders labourers
who won conditions for workers in the construction industry. Over the years since the end of the
Second World War, the Victorian building unions have acted together as members of the then




often eading ana
~vigorous role of BLF
.. q4 Officials that helped win
., conditions for
» g construction workers
.: should be recognized and
appreciated.

In particular he refers to
the campaign for the
winning of
& superannuation in the
construction industry in
1984.

This was arguably the
most far reaching and
important of the BLF and
—4Norm Gallagher's many
industrial achievements.
W This was because of the
flow on effect to other industries where campaigns for superannuation were also in progress.

History records that the first union superannuation and industry scheme for members was started
by the Storemen and Packers union in 1978.

Historically the BLF and the construction industry was not the only union or industry, that fought
successfully for the establishment of superannuation. It can however be strongly argued, that the
BLF under the leadership of Norm Gallagher played an indispensable role in eventually
establishing superannuation for all Australian workers.

It is true that Gallagher originally had doubts about the principle and application of
superannuation in the construction industry, but once he and his union made the decision to
support it, the BLF with encouragement and a request for help from the ACTU, provided the
industrial foot soldiers and most of the muscle and strength amongst building unions that
established superannuation for all building workers.

The ACTU and other unions were able to use the example set particularly by the BLF in the building
trades throughout Australia, to help unions and workers campaigning for superannuation in other
industries.




and contractors against strong opposition from the Victorian Master Builders Association.
Construction workers of today benefit from site allowance payments established by unions and
unionists in the past, and which are now paid as part of the Victorian Building agreement.

FARES AND TRAVEL

In 1938 fares were six pence per day if working outside a 12 mile radius of the GPO. If working
within the 12 mile radius, the first threepence for fares was paid by the employee. (1)

It would have often been a problem for builders labourers and other construction workers to use
public transport whilst travelling to and from work. In the case of builders labourers, they needed
to carry and supply their own picks, shovels and hods, when starting and finishing jobs. The only
concession from the employer was that builders labourers could sharpen their picks on the job.
One can only imagine the nightmare of trying to carry picks, shovels and hods onto sometimes
crowded trams, buses, and trains, very few people had cars during this period. Bicycles would
have often been used to transport tools. The practice of builders labourers needing to supply
their own tools was ended in 1945. (2)

The BLF and other construction unions have waged a never ending campaign since the 1940s, to
gradually improve fares and travel allowances paid to construction workers. Up until the election
of the Hawke and then the Howard governments, allowances for fares and travel were not taxed.
The unions campaigned successfully for the amount of tax to be reimbursed by the employers.
Construction workers are one of the few groups of workers who have allowances for fares and
travel to work.

MEDIBANK

In 1976 the newly elected Fraser government commenced to dismantle the benefits of Medibank
the universal health care system that had been introduced by the Whitlam government in 1975.
The BLF and other construction unions stopped work along with all ACTU affiliated unions to
defend Medibank. (1)Despite the union campaign, the Fraser government was able to dilute
some of the benefits of Medibank. The unions continued campaign to restore the benefits of
Medibank was successful when the Hawke Labor Government was elected in 1983 and restored




construction unions, many disputes erupted on jobs over time lost for other than rain. In a
landmark dispute Wallace recalls workers employed by Lewis Construction stopping work when
the temperature had reached 108 degrees Fahrenheit (42 degrees Celsius). After Lewis
Construction refused to pay for the time lost the workers stopped work for two days. Lewis
Construction was forced to agree to pay for the day lost and to pay future claims for time lost
because of heat. The builders labourers, carpenters and other workers didn’t demand payment
for the days they were on strike from Lewis Construction, declaring that they had gone on strike
for a principle and they had won. It took until 1966 and after many disputes for the unions and
workers to be successful in restoring the pre 1963 broader inclement weather entitlement in the
award. (3)

AMENITIES

In 1945 the employer did not need to provide change sheds unless there were more than 15
workers on site (1). By 1959 the employer was forced by the award to supply change sheds if
more than 10 workers were employed. (2)

Norm Wallace stresses the often leading role of BLF officials in organizing improved amenities
following the end of the Second World War and during the 1950-1960s when even the best
amenities to be found on construction jobs though perhaps satisfactory, would not come close to
the quality of amenities later won by unions and which became award entitlements and also
provisions of the Victorian Building Industry Agreement (3). In Victoria during the 1950s, the
Mobil refinery in Altona, the APM in Fairfield, and the Housing Commission of Victoria, were
examples of larger work sites that had a strong union presence where the workers were able to
get agreement to provide decent amenities. By the 1960s, amenities for workers had generally
improved and examples of this were the new Melbourne high rise buildings such as Nauru
House, Collins Place and the BHP building.

Many times on smaller and isolated sites, amenities could be almost non-existent unless the
unions forced them to be provided. Proper toilets were not always available though they were a
legal obligation to be supplied by the employer. Usually no toilet paper was supplied, some
bosses arguing that “if toilet paper was supplied that the workers would probably pinch it”. Norm
Wallace remembers how an over flowing toilet that had belonged to a demolished house, was
being used as the site convenience for a block of flats. After the boss and the workers refused to
do anything about it, Norm Wallace was forced to bring in the local health inspector who closed




suffered a work related injury or illness. The campaign involved closing down jobs if the employer
failed to make these immediate payments to the worker. The employers were able to recoup their

payments from the insurance company later.

COMPENSATION MAKE UP

Going Up! Just as the skyline began to lift

Compensation make up to full wages had been a
long standing claim by unions in many

industries .This was caused because the amounts
that insurance companies paid to workers on
compensation was less than normal wage rates.
It was bad enough for a worker to suffer the
effects of a workplace injury without also
suffering the loss of some of his take home pay
as well. An industry wide campaign was
successful in 1974 in getting agreement that
when a worker went on compensation he would
not suffer any loss of wages as a result for an up
to six months period. This period of make up has
since been extended to two years for workers
covered by the Victorian Building Industry
Agreement.

PAID SICK LEAVE

Important conditions won by the BLF and other
construction unions included conditions such as
paid sick leave, introduced in 1975. Prior to the
winning of this important condition construction
workers had a loading in their hourly rate for sick
leave. This was OK if workers were not sick, but
when they were, they never received any pay for

" the time that they had off. When the unions won

paid sick leave they also continued to receive the sick leave loading. (1)




PORTABILITY OF LONG SERVICE LEAVE

Portability of long service leave was won by the construction unions in 1976 after a vigorous
campaign over many years .Prior to this very few construction workers enjoyed long service leave
because they very rarely could accumulate sufficient time with the one employer. Now employers
contribute to a central fund that pays for an employee’s long service as it accumulates in the
industry, not just with one employer. 1)

SUPPLY OF CLOTHING AND FOOTWEAR

In the early 1970s, BLF members constructing the west side of Melbourne’s West Gate bridge
and FIA members working on the east side, were the first workers in Australia to win Bluey
jackets on construction as part of an industrial agreement. Tommy Watson, now a CFMEU official
recalls another claim was for the supply of safety boots. Following strike action, the bridge
contractor and The Metal Trades Industry Association offered to pay for one boot if the workers
were prepared to pay for the other one. Jimmy O’Neil a then well known Metal workers union
official, told a meeting that “the offer would be a total victory if there were any one legged
workers on the bridge”. Amongst the earliest successes in campaigns for supply of clothing and
footwear was getting employers to supply rubber boots and gloves (1), steel capped safety boots
came later (2).

SEVERENCE PAY

A campaign by Victorian building construction workers to receive severance pay was won and in-
troduced in Victoria in 1987. In 1989 the Victorian unions and employers formed Incolink to ad-
minister and invest the accumulated severance funds for the benefit of construction workers. (1)
The Incolink fund now provides payments during periods of unemployment and if accrued, upon
retirement. Some other Incolink entitlements are free Accident Insurance and ambulance. The
fund also provides grants to the construction industry for health and safety projects and assists
the running of the Building Industry Disputes Board. The original employer payment for severance
in Victoria to construction workers was $20 per week. In July 2011 the severance payment had
grown to $66.40. Following the Victorian example, severance schemes also exist for construction

workers in other states. (1)

HEALTH AND SAFETY

Every worker on construction knows that no issue is more important than having a safe
workplace in what is generally a very dangerous industry. The many years that Wallace spent as a




MAN HOISTS

Agitation by construction unions for the installation of man hoists on health and safety grounds
led to many disputes. Before the practice of carrying Hods was banned, builders labourers
carrying a Hod of bricks on their shoulders were one group always at great risk of injury, because
of the lack of man and materials hoists. A Hod carrying labourer was expected to climb ladders
while carrying 12 bricks perhaps weighing 48 kilos up to 15 feet (4.65 metres) and 10 bricks
weighing up to 40 kilos to any height above 15 feet (1). Employers often saw the need for
materials hoists before man hoists, mainly because of cost considerations. Prior to the
introduction of scaffolding stairs in the 1970s, sites without man hoists had access by ladders
only. In the late 1960s, unions reached agreement that man hoists would be supplied on
buildings of five or more floors. This could still have problems if the building was steel framed and
could only be plumbed when the building frame was well advanced. Norm Wallace recalls a 14
floor steel framed building during the 1960s that only had ladder access for workers. Carpenters
for example while climbing ladders, had to carry tool boxes to where they were working, this they
did with great difficulty risk and physical effort. To improve safety, constant arguments occurred
about the type of ladders to be used while demands were consistently made, for the installation
of man hoists. While man hoists are now widely used, arguments with employers to install man
hoists can still be an ongoing problem.

HARD HATS

Hard hats were first used and supplied on Victorian construction in the 1950s, during
construction of the Mobil oil refinery In Altona. They were in general use on Victorian construction
sites by the end of the 1960s. Hard hats have been one of the most important improvements to
health and safety in the construction industry, but time was needed to convince and educate
many workers that it was in their best interests to wear them.

JOB HEALTH AND SAFETY REPRESENTATIVES

Though some employers employed health and safety officers, the BLF and other unions have
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Green Left Weekly Wed October 14 1988

“INCLEMENT WEATHER”
(1) Victorian Government Gazette no 168 Tues Dec 18 1945
(2) Dept of Labour & Industry Victoria Determination, Builders Labourers’ Board no 2 1963

(3) Determination Builders Labourers’ Industrial Appeals Court Friday 22 July 1966

“AMENITIES”
Victorian Government Gazette no 168 Tues Dec 18 1945
Commonwealth Arbitration Reports Dec-June 1958-59 Page 183 - Amenities Clause 32

3-Building Construction Employees and Builders Labourers’ award 1978 Amenities - Clause 34
“DELAYED WORKERS COMPENSATION PAYMENTS”
(1) Clause 29 BCE@BLA award 1982

“COMPENSATION MAKE UP”
(1) Clause 29 - BCE@BLA award 1982

“PAID SICK LEAVE”
Clause 28 BCE@BLA award 1982

“PORTABILITY OF SICK LEAVE”

Incolink Victoria website

“PAID PUBLIC HOLIDAYS”
(1) - Department of Labour and Industry -Determination of The Builders Labourers Federation no 4

of 1971)(2-Department of Labour and Industry-Determination of the Builders Labourers Board no

1 0f 1972)

“PORTABILITY OF LONG SERVICE LEAVE”

(1) Construction Industry Long Service Leave Board of Victoria
“SUPPLY OF CLOTHING AND FOOTWEAR”

CAR Dec 1958-59 page 183 Clause 31

(2 - Clause 36 BCE@BLA 1982

“SEVERENCE PAY”
(1) Incolink Victoria website




the early ‘70’s and the early 80’s. At left is a photo of him when he started.

| This was a time of enormous change across the broad spectrum of the
building industry. Campaigns for greater wages and conditions were in full
swing, many BLF officials were subjected to the lash of the penal clauses
embodled in the award and dragged before the courts, the union was deregistered between 1974
and 1976 but we carried on serving our members with important help from other building unions.

In 1980 the BLF became the subject of a bitter Royal Commission that seemed to drag on for ages
and where we were found predominantly to be guilty of once again fighting for the rights of the
working class. Many will remember that the BLF group required to appear before that inquisition,
refused to answer all questions put to them by the court.

The writer had retired from the union prior to the Deregistration of 1986 and therefore deems it
inappropriate to comment on this industrial execution.

Outlined below are some historical items associated with the early life of the BLF and descriptions
of bargaining streams that it was then heavily involved in.

This bargaining was steeped in an enthusiasm, vitality and passion by the BLF that foreshadowed
to all players across the wide parameters of the industry, that this union had but one agenda -
justice for the proletariat and for the ambition for this to see the light of day.

While the BLF had been active prior to the end of WW11 it has to be understood that work of the
larger variety was not designed to rate highly in the Australian Gross Domestic Product.

However from 1944 onward the profile of building unions adopted greater significance with the
level of work planned for development and the role of the BLF in this syllabus.

An important event in the union’s history occurred when a small but dedicated group of
courageous men gained majority control of the union in 1941. This included the election of Paddy
Malone as Victorian State Secretary.

Prior to this the union was controlled by men some of whom were of alleged ill repute.

BLF elections for committees and other positions ( if required) allowed for a postal vote of
members and a ballot of members at the AGM.

The ballot of 1944, saw a further high degree of quality personnel elected to power in the Victorian
BLF. The successful 1944 team included the following - (President - J Christie) ( (VP - J Russell)




trade union through the efforts of the above dedicated and militant officials. Within the space of
a couple of years (1944 - 1946), the BLF Victorian Branch, was operating on a platform of
honesty, integrity, diligence and dedication to the general membership This had an inspirational
effect on branches in other states.

PADDY MALONE

Paddy Malone was born & bred in County Tyrone, Ireland. He migrated to Australia in 1927. After
spending time in Melbourne, the future BLF Victorian Secretary left to seek his fortune in
Queensland. After a seven year spell he returned to Melbourne in 1934 and found work as a
builder’s labourer. It was during this period that he became active in a BLF reform group and in
the union’s 1939 elections he was elected to the Victorian Executive. In 1941 Paddy, as stated
above, was elected to the position of Victorian State Secretary. (2) It is important to realize, that
without the BLF changing direction in 1941 under the leadership of Paddy, that its later
greatness and success would not have been possible. Paddy Malone has an important historical
place in the history of the BLF. This highly respected Irishman who died in 1970 is arguably the
greatest ever BLF leader.

NEW BLF LEADERSHIP

Following the passing of Paddy Malone, there were two men of exceptional ability among the
officials who went on to lead the BLF in becoming the pacesetter for wages and conditions in the
Victorian Construction industry. These men were Norm Gallagher and the indispensable Norm
Wallace. Gallagher became BLF Victorian State Secretary in 1970 and Wallace retained the
assistant secretary post that he held under Paddy Malone. Under the mentorship of Paddy, Norm
Gallagher had also been a successful BLF Federal Secretary since 1961.

CAMPAIGNS

Norm Gallagher upon assuming the leadership of the Victorian Branch of the BLF soon placed
himself into a position of power and influence that severely concerned the Master Builders’
Association of Victoria (MBAV). Together with a sizeable band of energetic organizers and a host
of zealous job delegates, he increased the intensity of campaigns for “no ticket - no start, (i.e.
total unionization of builders labourers) over award payments, upgrading of amenities and other
conditions. He also fought for the hiring of older builders labourers as onsite “billy boys” or
“peggies” and had great success in getting better pay and recognition for the under-valued skills
of a host of long suffering builders labourers.

INTERSTATE SUPPORT




expressed through award and over- award payments .Later in this document it will be shown the
extent to which the BLF, under the leadership of Norm Gallagher, went to achieve these over-
award payments at a time when many others received theirs through flow -on’s from the BLF.

“The emergence of bargaining in the building and construction industry can be traced back to the
early 1950’s during a period of strong industry growth. The period between the conclusion of
WWII and the early 1950’s witnessed a marked increase in building activity which, in turn, saw
full employment and, as stated above, a shortage of skilled labour in the Victorian building
industry. Unions took advantage of the economic climate to increase the price of labour and
successfully negotiate a range of improved working conditions such as the provision of tools of
trade and protective clothing. The level of union activity in this period culminated in the
significant increase in the ‘leap-frogging’* of wages (ie the transmission of elevated wage gains
from one company to others)

THE IMPORTANCE OF DEVELOPING KNOWLEDGE OF BARGAINING IN THE
EARLY YEARS AND THE FORMS SUCH BARGAINING TOOK.

“Evidence of BLF bargaining can be discerned in the determining of ‘site allowances’ in Victoria
from the mid 1950’s onward as they often gave recognition to various circumstances existing on
individual sites. These allowances grew out of a range of specific ‘special rates’ contained in
respective building industry awards and were designed to compensate workers required to
complete duties in adverse conditions. Over time it became industry practice for certain of these
rates to be combined in what came to be known as ‘site allowances’. To validate an amount
which should be paid on particular sites, the Commission had to be assured that disabilities were
actually being incurred.

“This activity departed from the traditional forms of bargaining in later years across the building
industry in general in that it adopted the rationale that the larger and more sophisticated the
project, the greater the site allowance and other benefits should be. It further contrasted
markedly with the original criteria that site allowances be determined on the actual level of
disabilities being incurred

“The irregular nature of employment within the industry necessitated the development of informal
bargaining practices. Numerous employers with fragmented control over labour and often lacking
negotiating skills were confronted by a variety of well organized and increasingly militant left-wing
unions led by the BLF, who viewed the employers as the enemy.



period 1953 to 1956 between the Victorian Building unions and various companies. These
groups included Hanstrup Builders, Hansen and Yuncken, John
Holland and E A Watts.

“The MBIA commenced on the 23rd August 1956 and was confined to all building and
construction works carried on in the Metropolitan areas of Melbourne as defined by the
‘Melbourne and Metropolitan Board of Works Planning Scheme’ as it was negotiated outside the
formal system it had no effect on award conditions as stipulated by the Commission.

“During the period 1956 to 1973 Victorian Building Industry parties engaged in two principle
bargaining streams: a) informal through the MBIA and b) within the formal arbitration system. The
spreading of the CBD standards across the industry was completed, in many instances, without
arbitration. Matters such as work value cases, consent agreements, site agreements and
‘flow-on’ from gains made in other industries were, however, referred to the Commission for
arbitration.

“The main characteristics of the MBIA were that it was a centralized agreement negotiated at
industry level; there was third party intervention; it subscribed to the notion of comparative wage
justice; it was for a fixed term being negotiated on a twelve to eighteen months basis; it operated
alongside the formal system (The Commission) while continuing to provide an avenue for
over-award bargaining outside the system and it had common operational features to all
signatory parties.

The agreement was underpinned by the signatory parties agreeing to subscribe to a range of
industry procedures designed to minimise the level of strikes and an inter- party conciliation
board which provided a forum for the settlement of disputes.

“The foregoing wage determination processes provide evidence of a hybrid system of
centralisation and collective bargaining operating within the Victorian building industry. Whilst
certain bargaining outcomes were able to be established informally at enterprise and industrial
level, others required arbitration.

The fundamental tenets of enterprise bargaining, which seek to enable a firm to obtain and
reward competitive gains achieved through more flexible work practices, did not apply in Victorian
building industry level negotiations during the period 1956 to 1973.

Rather, negotiations were designed solely to stabilise the industry through agreed disputes




The BLF found over the years that it was necessary to be familiar with the practice of all forms of
bargaining if their members were to be appropriately served and if this meant that “certain toes
had to be trod on in the process then so be it”.

Further, it was not the habit of the BLF to delay carrying out their responsibilities in bargaining
processes. They moved quickly and kept the momentum going until the job was done. Norm
Gallagher would never have tolerated mediocrity.

It took all of the bargaining processes outlined above to reach the relatively straight forward
model(s) that now exist in the building industry. Items that are now taken for granted (eg site
allowances, height money etc) all had to be fought for and there was no payment for lost time
when workers lost wages in the course of that fighting. It is trusted that the industrial parties of
today (Good luck to them) appreciate those who paved the way for them years ago and especially
that a man named Norm Gallagher was in the vanguard.

A TIME TO LAUGH

The after work drinks at the Dover Hotel two doors away from the Union office were often events
to behold, veritable variety shows. Marco Masterson could often be heard singing his favourite
song, “Rainbow on the River,” Jim Fleming and Paddy Donnelly singing Irish songs of revolution
and When Jim got really passionate he would stand on a bar table with his arm movements akin
to those of Pavarotti. Macca Hearst would sweet talk the barmaid; George Despard recited poetry
and “Percy” the Publican* thought we were all mad. *(Percy the Publican was Peter Jones, ex
Carlton footballer and pub owner)

In earlier days the favoured water- hole was the Lygon Hotel (now the John Curtin) which was
owned by “Jack the Hat” Fogarty (not to be confused with another “Jack the Hat” a well known
respected waterside worker). When work was over, one of the tricks Paddy Donnelly and Ray
Winstanley (Organisers) would get up to, would be to stand on the footpath below Norm
Gallagher’s window after work and sing snippets from hymns like “What a Friend We Have in
Jesus”, “Let’s All Gather At The River” and “Drop Kick Me Jesus Through the Goal Posts of Life”.
Lex Gribble (Organiser) told Norm that Paddy had started taking Ray to gospel meetings and that
they were both off their heads with religion.

Norm told Lex to tell them to piss off as they were an embarrassment to the union and were




person of his humility would not be aggrieved by this. Norm had a brilliant mind, was a first rate
orator and embraced a dedication to the Union and the working class sufficient for those of us
who know him to continue to applaud and hold in high esteem his integrity to the present time.
Norm Wallace had a gift of foresight and organizing that few possess. His discipline in the
execution of his duties was exemplary; he enjoyed the respect of all with whom he dealt, across
the broad spectrum of the Building Industry and beyond.

Where and when the deeds of great Union Officials is spoken Norm Wallace will rate a fond and
proud mention. But there was more to Norm than his Union activities, something that may not be
as well known as it should. During WW11 Norm was a member of the elite and extremely highly
trained Z Special Unit In the Australian Army.

Just to mention one of his and his comrades’ historic deeds the following is cited. In 1945 with
the war in the Pacific coming to an end, they parachuted into Borneo and liberated the last of the
Australian troops, who had managed to survive the infamous Sandacan-Ranau Death March.

This type of courage and steadfastness continue to be characteristics of Norm Wallace’s life.
Norm retired from the BLF in 1988, aged 62 years of age.

“Where and when the deeds
of great union officials is
spoken, Norm Wallace will
rate a fond and proud
mention.

Norm Wallace as many remember him

THE BLF PICKETERS - A BREED APART

While history records BLF members as having won a multitude of class struggles within the
confines of workplaces, another group of stalwarts assisted it markedly by winning a host of
union related issues outside forbidding site parameters. These were the picketers who, in
tandem with other militants, are deserving of attracting undaunted exaltation. Building industry




overtures that communism was rampant within the union, that the union was a breeding ground
for communists.

This was screamed from the enclaves of the groupers and the pulpits of many churches.

The forces of the Federated Ironworkers Association (FIA), the Australian Workers Union (AWU)
and certain other unions sought to usurp its constitutional coverage over certain work
classifications. In many cases the foregoing groups joined forces with the ruling class and
employer groups to curb, if not indeed prohibit, BLF activities.

One would therefore not have to possess a fertile imagination to realize that the BLF required
tactical activities both within and without worksites to protect their hard won gains and further
such gains in the interests of its members. Hence the enthusiastic use of pickets.

These groups, often as small as two or three persons and on occasions a single person did what
they could to prevent scabs entering sites and also deliveries of materials in times of volatile
industrial disputes with management. Picketers were often involved in addressing unfair
dismissals, health and safety issues and in situations where trade boundaries were manipulated
to give others access to BLF work.

| will refrain from singling out any group or individual in this following discourse lest this be at
the cost of offending the families of many of those picketers who are no longer with us. | fully
understand that families wish to let their loved ones rest in peace.

The neo-classical BLF picketer was an out of work person (but not always) who received no
payment from the union or elsewhere for their efforts. Often, on prolonged disputes, they went
without many of life's basic fare. In many cases food stuffs were in short supply and payment
of rent and other household needs were a burning issue. These and other vexations affected
picketer’s families in adverse situations. | recall being present at a book launch when a
cherished stalwart of the union, Mrs. Margaret Kane, said "its incredible the amount of meals
you can make with cans of beans when times are bad"

BLF picketers often felt the weight of over-zealous police batons as they stoically defended their
stations on site entrances. Others were thrown into paddy wagons and taken to police lock-ups

where they were liable to get another beating. Sure, this happened to other union picketers but

never with the force, regularity and brutality that it happened to the BLF.

The BLF picketers were also targeted by governments, employers and other dregs of humanity
for extra special attention. These were not occasional incidents indeed they were repeated over




George Despard, Don Rust — two of the many faces in
the crowd of comrades who were on every picket.
With Mick Lewis, Organiser
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Norm Gallagher was a supportive leader in the
constant and unrelenting battle fought daily by Builders
Labourers for their rights.

Norm was 14 when he went to work at the Victoria Markets, starting
at 3:30 in the morning in the vegie section. A few years later in
1951, he was elected to the union executive of the Builders
Labourers' Federation. In 1961 Norm became General Secretary of the union and also became
Victorian Secretary in 1970. He remained its General Secretary until 1992.

During the 1960’s and 1970’s many played similar leadership roles across an intensely
contested left political spectrum. From activist rank and filers, shop stewards and delegates
through to Jack Mundey, Cummo, Norm Wallace, Ted Bull, George Crawford, Mick Lewis, John
(Bluey)

Rutherford, John Halfpenny, Malcolm MacDonald, George Zangalis, Marco Masterson and Len
Cooper to name just a few. All were socialists by conviction.

Such was the fervor and strength of their conviction that in every case their unionism was
inseparable from the struggle for a better world, not only a bigger share of this one. The
contradiction at the heart of the work across that left spectrum however, was the ill-founded
conviction, held to more by some than others, that there was one correct way to achieve that
change and one, correct party of people as the arbiters of that change.

On that unresolved contradiction rested much of the damage done to our movement particularly
from the introduction of the Secondary Boycott laws on through the Accord and the Deregistration
and Derecognition of the BLF, as the differences within the left of the organised labour movement
were exploited to the advantage of employers and neo-liberal Governments. From the
anti-Vietham War era when a new wave of younger left activists came into the organised labour
movement, young men such as John Cummins, John Cleary, Brian Boyd, John Loh and Dave
Kerin, we generally were also members of left parties or at least associated with left traditions.

Younger comrades coming into building unions and specifically the BLF were open to radical
notions and, given their experiences in the anti-war movement especially, they saw no separation
between their union and social movement work. The Green Bans saw workers lay down a
challenge to capitalism’s legitimacy. Unions like the BLF in Melbourne and Sydney and FEDFA in
NSW put a question to their rank and file:
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' actions.” - Gallagher (1)
THE NATURE OF THE GREEN BANS

~ By their nature, Green Bans are a
. poignant combination of crisis,
participatory democracy and the workers’
right to equally determine all questions
about their labour.

In other words the Green Bans raised the
question of power within the economy.
Unions in the past maintained that wherever power is at issue, then the resolution to the issue
must be democratic. Where it is not, and unequal laws apply, then workers, the vast majority,
reserve the right to strike.

Fig 1: Mick Lewis arrested defending Green Ban

Green Bans therefore are a form of strike which protect and defend communities and the
environment.

T———

7 In defending both communities and our
' : natural and created environment, there is ever
\ present an imagined future, informed often by
past memories. Memories of better times than
# those we are currently experiencing inform a
4 richer and more humane future. That vision
starts with the act of solidarity involved in
{ placing a Green Ban.

Workers placing the Green Ban enrich their
own lives by deepening their connection to
others, acting upon the true meaning of the
word compassion - to suffer with.

Those who benefit from the ban, benefit not
only physically. Perhaps more importantly they
benefit from two intangibles: the expansion of
their lives through solidarity and the effects
upon their hopes and dreams from that which
is saved. Those who would destroy parklands
and low income inner-urban housing areas,
because they believe in their own distorted

(1 f Or) 0 00 NI [ > O Ne

Fig 12: Regent when Green Ban was applied



stretch in Princes Hill, Carlton, in Melbourne. Later that year the famous Kelly’'s Bush ban was
placed by the NSW branch of the BLF and FEDFA and, some months after that ban was placed,
the name Green was attached to the ban. This distinguished it from an industrial black ban at

the time.

That significant name change also ultimately provided the modern Greens Parties around the
world with their name. Petra Kelly, the leader of a burgeoning environmentally focussed political
party was so impressed with the Australian Green Bans that, when she was out here inspecting
them, she asked jack Mundey to return to Germany with her and tell the story. Upon Jack’s visit,
that new political party proclaimed itself the Greens Party.

Bans placed and held by fighters such as Norm Gallagher and Mick Lewis over the Gallagher
park ban were struggles for freedom, often won at the cost of the those fighters’ own freedom. In
this case Norm did 14 days and Mick did 7 days inside to achieve the environmental rights of
workers and their families to healthy, natural spaces for their spiritual renewal and a place to

play for their kids.
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Fig 2: Gallagher Reserve Solly Ave Princes Hill Carlton

QUEEN VICTORIA MARKET

In the early 1970s, the Melbourne City Council with the
support of the Victorian State Government proposed to
demolish Melbourne’s historic Queen Victoria Market and
to replace it with a combined Trade Centre, office and
hotel precinct. The proposal caused alarm and an outcry
from Market stallholders, members of the public and
community organizations, with the Save the Victoria

Fig 3: Victoria Market




Fig 4: Vic Market 1950’s

redevelopment of the Market site. This
resulted in the Market being saved and
classified by the National Trust, and later
placement on the Historic Buildings Register.

The Queen Victoria Market survives today as
a famous world market and Important part of
the cultural heritage of Melbourne. 20 years
later, and prior to his death in 2006 John
Cummins a former BLF official who had then
become an official with the CFMEU, was
approached by Victoria Market stallholders
who remembered the previous BLF role in
saving the Market. The stall-holders were
concerned at new rumored development at

Fig 6: Vic Market — Green Bans build on past

approached the BLF and its leader
Norm Gallagher to stop demolition at
the Market site.

Norm Gallagher had worked at the
(QVM) as a boy also
regularly frequented the Market as a
customer and was well known to many
stallholders. The decision of Norm
Gallagher and the BLF to place a ban
on Market demolition is recognized as
being decisive in forcing the MCC and
the Victorian Government to abandon
the proposal for demolition and

Fig 5: Vic Market, Community Market

the Market John Cummins assured the stallholders
that they could still rely on the support of the
CFMEU to stop any retreat from agreements made
20 years earlier to save the Market.

As with other parts of Melbourne’s history
that were saved by the BLF, it would
indeed be appropriate for an historical
plaque to be placed at the Victoria Market




333 COLLINS STREET

! Another historic Melbourne building saved
from demolition by public protest,
organisations such as the National Trust, and
the decisive support of Norm Gallagher and
the BLF, is situated at 333 Collins St in
Melbourne.

This historic building was built for the
Commercial Bank of Australia and completed
just as the 1880s financial boom collapsed.

The bank had to close its ornate cast iron
gates in April 1893 for a time to keep out
desperate depositors at the height of the
crisis.

inspired by Italian Baroque and Moorish

\

precedents and is one of the great Victorian era interiors of
Melbourne.

The original facade of the building was refaced in 1939. It
was in turn replaced by the current podium level stone
facade, the central section of which is a simplified version
of the 1893 original.

333 Collins Stis now classified by the National Trust.



The opulent Regent theatre in Bourke St
Melbourne was originally opened in 1929 to
great acclaim as a cinema and also a live

- theatre.

Fig 13: Regent today, a successful Green Ban

¥ The Regent had seating for 3000 people and
was closed after being partly destroyed by fire
in 1945. The theatre was reopened following
restoration in 1946/47 and was operating
¢ until 1970 when it was closed by Hoyts
, theatres.

The Melbourne City Council then purchased
the Regent site for the purpose of selling it to a
developer with plans for a high rise
development.

The protests that resulted from the planned
demolition and redevelopment of the Regent
also included an important approach to the
Builders Labourers’ Federation for help in
stopping the redevelopment.

The ban subsequently placed on demolition of
the Regent by Norm Gallagher and the BLF
was the main factor that saved the theatre
from destruction.

After remaining empty for 20 years, the
Regent was restored to its former glory and
was reopened as a live theatre in 1996.

The Regent Theatre is today
regarded a cultural asset for the
City of Melbourne and is now




omes, the original baths were closed in

present Melbourne City Baths is situated on the
same site as the original and was built in 1904
following a national competition for the best design.
In 1970 the Melbourne City Council added the City
Baths to the other list of Council property that was
intended to be demolished and sold to developers. Again it was Norm Gallagher and the BLF that
answered the call from members of the public, and successfully placed bans on the proposed
demolition declaring the Baths to be “A workers pool”. Following the defeat of its proposed
vandalism of another piece of Melbourne history, the Melbourne City Council later renovated the
Baths at a cost of $4 million for the continued use and enjoyment of the people of Melbourne.
The Baths are now on the Victorian Heritage register.

WINDSOR HOTEL

When the BLF and Norm Gallagher placed bans on the

1 demolition of Melbourne’s Windsor Hotel in 1976, one of
: the grandest hotels in the world and a Melbourne icon was
| faced with the threat of demolition. Opened in Spring St
. Melbourne in 1883, The Windsor has been a world
renowned hotel, ranked with the Waldorf Astoria and Plaza
Hotels in New York, the Savoy Hotel in London and Raffles
i Hotel in Singapore. Important historically, the hotel was
also the venue where the Australian Constitution was
drawn up between Feb and March 1894. Since being
saved by the BLF from demolition, the Windsor was later purchased by the Victorian Hamer
Government for the purpose of the Hotel’s preservation into the future. The State Government
was to later sell the hotel to private interests, and ever since, there has been intermittent
controversy as to proposed new developments of the hotel. This controversy has also involved
the handling by the Victorian Brumby Government of redevelopment applications. It should be
noted that other bans resulted in the first public toilets in shopping centres and community
supports like wheelchair access into buildings. It should also be noted that the BLF under Norm’s
leadership gave massive amounts of solidarity in the form of practical support to the
anti-Vietham war struggle, to the lIrish struggle, to the Timorese struggle and to the struggles




KICKUP A STORM, FREE NORM

Kick up a storm, free Norm
We demanded,
As we marched along.
Builders' Labourers marching into battle
Staunch hearts a thousand strong
Normie's been jailed, scoundrels go free
There's gotta be something wrong

Said the bloke marching next to me

Who are the scoundrels?

George Despard in 2011 at 68 years of age

“Cheers to all the fighters past present and future.”

You may ask
Our answer is a thunderous throng
The scoundrels are Cain and Hawke
The Vermin, with treacherous talk
The parasite puppets of capital
Doin' the foreign monopolies’ will
These maggots with blood of slime
Debauched in the rich man's wine
But Normie never took a bribe in his life

George Despard August 2011

Norm Gallagher led the BLF. When he was jailed we
yelled “Free Norm, Kick up a storm”. We in the BLF
on the jobs and on the picket lines fought to the
bitter end for the BLF.

But about Norm himself, he done a lot of good. He
was not perfect but who the bloody hell is?

He helped me when | was having a very bad time.

Builders' Labourers will get him outta strife He invited me with Mick Lewis and his family up to

He's in jail through a political plot McLoughlins Beach. He cooked us all the salmon

Normie we'll give the | dos all we'we ot patties for breakfast.

Till the true criminals are in jail We drank with him in the pub, in days of battle and

And we'Tl make sure they bloody rot days of good cheer.

They think that Lenin is old fashion He gave me work painting 18 Orr St Carlton in 1989
A when | couldn’t get a job as a slave.

But he was dead set correct, when he said

The likes of Cain and Hawke
Pave the way to fascism
But the Fascists are scared to death
Because Norm Gallagher leads the BLF.

- George Despart _

Before that, when | was sacked from the Public




union meetings he
garage, of chicken ¢

FIGHT FOR FREEDOM OF SPEECH ns and crusty rolls, :

on office wall was a

I remember as a kid at school

When Iwas in Grade 1

The teacher was always goin crook : ‘ -
And I never had much fun W s a bust up in the end. But I'm happy to
i deduimn | A S
Wi herelderycaustc tongue w ong after that.
Australia is a land of hope

With freedom of speech for everyone

You could call the king a bastard

And even curse the pape

You could pick your nose in public

And laugh and swear and joke

You could even spit on the footpath

As long as the asphalt never broke

But was it all bloody lies?

Because they jailed this union bloke

For thanking his members for their support

This freedom’s a bloady joke

So when you come from Richmor

Or down at Frankston beach

Let us free Normie Gallagher

And fight for freedom of speech,

- George Desparde




George Despard - holding the banner on the left (always!) |
Norm Gallagher in middle on the march



DARE TO STRUGGLE
DARE TO WIN.
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