TRANSCRIPT

MEDIA CONFERENCE BEFORE TELSTRA AGM,

21 NOVEMBER 2008

Speakers: Len Cooper (CEPU), Louise Persse (CPSU), Tim Lyons (ACTU), Bernadette (worker’s wife)
Len Cooper: “Basically, we’re here because it’s the Telstra annual meeting, and also it’s the day that Telstra workers are starting their ballot to decide whether there’s going to be a strike action campaign against the company.”

Q: What’s your message to shareholders today?

LC: “The message is that we’re taking action for the first time in 10 years because we’ve got a CEO who’s getting a total remuneration package of over 20 million a year and got a 14% increase last year, and he’s having his managers refusing to negotiate even an equivalent to the cost of living this year.”

What can shareholders do about the workers’ situation? What would you like to see them do on the floor of the meeting today?

LC: “We’d like to see shareholders on their feet telling the CEO it’s about time they started to negotiate a decent pay increase for the workers at Telstra.”

Bernadette, tell us what it’s like being the wife of a Telstra worker at the moment? Is it particularly hard under this management?

Bernadette: “Times are tough, Christmas is coming up. The price of everything’s going up. With no increase, it’s hard for families.”

What do you think about the fact that these Telstra workers are trying to negotiate a pay increase at the moment, and you’ve just heard a little bit about the CEO’s salary package?

B: “I think it’s disgraceful they won’t even come and negotiate. The CEO gets that amount of money and the amount of money they’re offering the workers isn’t even equivalent to the CPI. Where’s the justice?

In comparison to the CEO, what’s your husband’s wage like in percentage terms?

B: “Percentage terms? I couldn’t even work that one out, it’s so small in comparison.”

What does your husband do?

B: “He’s a tech.”

What does that involve for us non-tech people?

B: “Being technical.”

Phone stuff?

B: “yeah, that’s right.”

Does it make you angry hearing that’s what management’s on and yet he’s struggling to get a wage increase?

B: “I get very angry. Where’s the justice? We’ve got a family, we’ve got mortgage payments and things. It’s just unbelievable. Times are tough.”

Your husband’s on a contract?

B: “He’s on a salary.”

So he hasn’t had a pay increase for a long time.

B: “That’s right. Over 12 months.”

And you’re obviously speaking today because he’s worried about the future of his job?

B: “Yes, very worried about the future of his job. What will happen.”

Can you outline what kind of industrial action you’ll be taking?

LC: “We’ve put to our members a whole range of industrial action ranging from short four hour stoppages to indefinite stoppages. So it’s a whole range of industrial action we can employ if Telstra refuses to negotiate.”

And what impact would that industrial action have?

LC: “We would be protecting the life and limb of the community as we always do but it could have an impact on a whole range of maintenance and installation services, and could also have an impact on the transformation of the company from a telephone company to a broadband company which is what Sol Trujillo’s driving. It will have a big impact on delaying those projects.”

What’s your feeling amongst the workers about how they will vote? Do you think there’s widespread support for industrial action?

LC: “We’ve been running meetings right across Australia for the last two or three months and the anger is very palpable. We think they’re going to vote overwhelmingly for strike action for the first time in 10 years.”

And when would it take place?

LC: “It will start in mid-December given the ballot lasts a couple of weeks.”

And what would the nature of it be? Would it be a rolling strike?

LC: “Yes there’ll be rolling stoppages and indefinite stoppages, bans and limitations on weekend work and overtime and so on”

If it’s voted through, do you expect the industrial relations commission to tick it off? It’ll be protected industrial action, won’t it?

LC: “It’s protected industrial action because once the ballot’s held and they vote for it, it’s guaranteed by law to be protected.”

What’s Telstra offering and what do you want?

LC: “Well, Telstra is not offering anything. They’re refusing to negotiate. They’re trying to get non-union agreements up which are offering less than the cost of living, and we want enough to cover the cost of living and some recognition of the profitability and productivity of the company for the last two or three years.”

Do you have a figure on that?

LC: “We’re claiming 7% a year for three years.”

Len, next week, the NBN is going to close, the tender for the NBN. What would you like to see the companies who are putting forward for the NBN actually commit for the workers?
LC: “Apart from the technical details we obviously believe one of the criteria for any of the companies should be bargaining in good faith with the unions if that’s what they’re employees want.”

Can they roll out the NBN without the support of workers?

Tim Lyons: “The unions think it’s very important that the nation-building project of the National Broadband Network is delivered consistent with the Rudd government’s other key election commitment which is Forward with Fairness. We think anyone that builds the NBN needs to do three things: commit to collective bargaining, commit to the recognition of people’s rights to be represented by a union and conduct those negotiations in good faith. We’ve been trying to do that for some months, the company simply will not deal with the unions of Telstra workers. We’ve been to the industrial commission, Telstra refused to participate in that process. And we’ve now been left with no option. So that’s the background going into the broadband network stuff.”

Do you believe that the ACCC which will be helping decide who wins the NBN tender should actually make it a condition about the workers?

TL: “We think the government should make it a condition about the workers. We don’t think any major project should ever get built without secure industrial relations. People don’t build freeways, hospitals, blocks of flats without secure IR in place. Having a sensible collective agreement to build the NBN network is critically important on that basis.”

(inaudible)

TL: “No, not at all. In fact that is a matter for some time in the future, at the moment there is a process where there are bidders, there will then be discussions about how that’s done, and we simply say the very basic industrial commitment should be included in the  tender that says if you’re going to get upwards of four and a half billion dollars of public money, you should be consistent with government policy about industrial affairs.”
LP: “I might just say something about our membership and Telstra. The Community and Public Sector Union, our membership is 50% female, the workers who do a lot of the customer service work, dealing with customers about the products they want to buy and the services they’re receiving from Telstra. It is a very big step for workers who haven’t experienced industrial action for a very long time to get to this point. It really is the bloody mindedness of the company and its refusal to negotiate, its contempt for its staff and their rights to be union members, they’ve shown contempt for the Industrial Relations Commission, and really contempt for the way that Australians voted last year in relation to how they thought industrial relations should work. So it’s a matter of shame for the board and the senior management that it’s come to this and we are having a vote for industrial action commencing on the same day as the annual general meeting. It’s not something the company should be proud of.”

A lot of sectors are really hurting at the moment with the global financial crisis. Is now really the right time to be talking about launching such action.

LC: “We think money in Telstra workers’ pockets is part of the solution, not part of the problem. You can see that the government and the Reserve Bank want to pump money into the economy in order to buy, and the trouble is that Telstra workers need to buy too, so money in their pockets will be part of the solution.”
TL: “There’s another point about that. Telstra are singing two different songs. When they talk to the employees they say they don’t have enough money to give the pay increase the employees want. When they talk to shareholders and the market they talk about telcos being a very robust investment in the GFC environment. So they can’t really have it both ways. Either it’s a good investment, the company is solid and profitability is solid, in which case they should be able to give a decent wage increase to people.”

Will operators who work in emergency call centres also go on strike?

LC: “No, we’ve always had a policy of protecting life and limb so triple O and other medical services, they’ll be protected by us.” 
