Youth Leading the Way Forward

By Jodie Schluter

In November 2002 SA Unions, the peak body of the South Australian union movement, began the process of campaigning to improve the rights and working conditions of young South Australians. SA Unions and its affiliates were receiving anecdotal evidence from young union members that exploitation of young workers was widespread and that fair pay and working conditions were on the decline. The SA union movement knew that young people were not joining unions in large numbers, that many young people were not aware of their rights in the workplace and did not know where to go for assistance and advocacy in relation to workplace grievances or disputes. The South Australian movement was compelled to make young workers a priority focus area.

Background

In 2003, SA Unions initiated a meeting of young union organisers, union delegates and representatives of key youth sector organisations to commence a dialogue about the situation for young workers. From this meeting, a core group of young unionists and community activists formed what is now known as U-Who – the Young People and Unions Network.

U-Who is a South Australian based movement of young people committed through organising, education and activism to improving the pay and working conditions of young workers. U-Who, under the auspice of SA Unions, was funded in November 2003 by the Foundation for Young Australians. 

The Foundation for Young Australians is an independent national grant-making organisation, funding and working in partnership with youth-led initiatives which aim to positively contribute to young people and their communities.  

U-Who embarked on an ambitious three- year strategic plan with primary objectives to:

· Raise young people’s awareness of their rights as workers,

· Assist young workers to improve their wages and working conditions, by

· Assisting young workers to join and actively participate in unions. 

Young People and Unions

One of our key concerns about the future of the union movement in South Australia is the State’s ageing workforce and the lack of union investment in the organisation of young workers to replace those members exiting the movement due to retirement. 

We know young people support the concept of unions. A survey* conducted by the U-Who network in 2004 of 576 young people between the ages of 15 and 35 years found:

· 74% knew what a union was, and

· 87% felt unions were effective

· Yet 62% of survey respondents were not members of their relevant trade union. 

In our experience, young people are not joining unions because of a combination of external and internal factors:

External:

· The introduction of anti-worker industrial policy by the incumbent conservative government which has significantly reduced the rights of all workers to join a union

· The demonising of the union movement by conservative mainstream media 
· Young people are generally not being taught about unions or their workplace rights as part of work education in school
· A large percentage are being employed in highly casualised, non-unionised industries that have no union right of entry provisions and very low wages.
Internal:

· Union decision making structures that do not include the voice of young people

· A reluctance by union leadership to acknowledge that the lack of organisation of young workers is a real threat to union survival

· Union fees and joining processes that have not kept pace with changes to the demographics of the labour market

With these barriers in place, it is no wonder a significant proportion of young people are being exploited by employers who take advantage of their lack of knowledge and lack of voice and power in the workplace. 

The casualisation of young workers and the industrial reforms that have been implemented by the incumbent government are big-picture issues that we cannot directly impact upon.

However, these barriers underpin the purpose and objectives of the U-Who project and inform the various strategies and activities we have implemented over the past three years.  We have created projects that assist unions in becoming more accessible and relevant to young workers, and one example of this is outlined in the following section.

Model of Youth Participation

Our initiatives are implemented with a high level of youth participation in leadership, decision making and management.

Our model of youth participation is informed by Westhorp (1987) who argues that there is a continuum of youth participation from tokenistic to meaningful. 

Westhorp explains that if young people are not provided with opportunities to contribute their skills, expertise, knowledge and experiences in decision–making processes then they are less likely to engage, they may not feel a sense of ownership of the process and this could leave them feeling distant and disillusioned. The U-Who project provides young people with a vehicle to engage with the SA union movement in a meaningful and valued way. At the same time, we are working with affiliate unions to ensure that their decision-making structures, processes and campaigns provide young workers with opportunities to participate and contribute to their union in meaningful ways.

Our success in the implementation of high level youth participation is contributed to:

 1) Project Staff with a comprehensive understanding and experience in the implementation of youth participation projects (and ability to communicate and advocate for such an approach with adult leaders); and 

2) SA Unions leadership (Executive Council) which enabled project staff by providing the freedom and flexibility to take risks and ‘think outside the square’ on new approaches to the education and organisation of young workers. 

Sovanna Soy Project- Developing Youth Leadership

The project is based on the “union summer” program initially implemented in the United States and first adopted in Australia in 2001 by the New South Wales Labour Council.

It provides unions with the opportunity to develop young union members as activists through a three week paid internship to work on organising strategies and campaigns in the union office.

Project Aims:

· To provide young union members with the opportunity to develop the relevant knowledge, confidence and skills to become more active in their workplace.

· To provide young union members with the opportunity to contribute to building their union and the broader union movement.

· To provide unions with the opportunity to learn more about the issues facing young workers and develop strategies to activate and organise young workers.

During the three week internship the participants are required to work on a specific project. Unions are asked to develop a project or strategy that is relevant to young workers or that targets a workplace or business where there is potential to recruit young workers. A work-plan is developed in conjunction with the participant that has clear and achievable goals and the participant works under the direction, guidance and support of a mentor within the union office. 

All projects are organising focussed and provide participants with the opportunity to build relationships with other young people in the union’s areas of coverage, with most participants making a direct contribution to growing their union through recruitment and through the identification of young delegates.

Participant Outcomes:

· 45 young people have participated in the project since 2003
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17 participants have secured employment in unions as a result of their participation 

Other outcomes include the election of participants to their union Management Committee structures and participants nominated by their union as representatives on the governance structure of the U-Who project, the Youth Standing Committee (currently 7 of the 18 Youth Committee members are former Sovanna Soy participants).

Some participants have reported that the experience has made them more confident in their role as a union delegate by better preparing them for the challenges that come with the role. 

The ultimate aim is to continue the participants’ engagement and activism in the movement in some capacity. At the end of the three week placement, participants are often motivated and inspired into action by the experience. If we don’t capture this energy and enthusiasm in some way, we miss an opportunity to bring young people into the movement who can make a real difference to the organisation of young workers.

“What an honour and privilege to have been involved in a project that expects the best from young people. I was so impressed by the inclusive atmosphere of SA Unions and think the idea of the Sovanna Soy project is excellent.”

Kellie, aged 21 years

“ We gained insight about the way a union operates. We gained more skills to help us achieve better outcomes at our workplace.”

Chris, aged 20 years

“The experience made me a better delegate and able to go back to my workplace and handle so much more.” 

Mel, aged 24 years

Project Outcomes:

Some of the many examples of project outcomes that have contributed to the creation of youth advisory structures, networks or new approaches to organising young workers include:

· The development and implementation of ASyoUth, a network for young members of the Australian Services Union, to encourage them to become more active and plan campaigns for young ASU members. Participants and young ASU members established a steering committee that has gone on to organise activities on a regular basis for young union members.

· A strategy to organise young university staff and promote the benefits of them joining the National Tertiary Education Union.  Participant contributes to the growth of the union over the three week placement by recruiting approximately 30 new members. Participant is successful in securing a full time job as an organiser with the union post-Sovanna Soy Project. Participant has since made significant steps to improve young people’s representation on the union’s management committee, raise the profile of the union on campus and update union resources to make them more attractive and ‘user friendly”.

· On the job training and development of young Liquor Hospitality Miscellaneous Union (LHMU) child care delegate. Participant recognises a need for the union to connect with future child care workers whilst still studying their child care certificate. Participant develops a proposal to create an associate membership system for these young people. Proposal is adopted by union leadership. Participant is then employed by the union in a three month “Member Organiser” program, an on-the-job placement program for union delegates.

· Establishment of comprehensive databases of ‘beginning teachers” (new graduates) for both public and private education unions. Over 200 new teachers systematically contacted and mapped for the Independent Education Union and over 300 new teachers contacted and mapped for the Australian Education Union in 2005. Both projects were continued for the Sovanna Soy project in 2006. 

Summary

The Sovanna Soy Project is just one example of the work we are doing in the South Australian union movement to connect young people with unions and increase their participation as union members.

This work has occurred during a period of significant change to industrial relations laws in Australia, laws which now put Australia at the bottom of the OECD on workers’ rights.

The Australian Council of Trade Unions counter-campaign, Your Rights at Work, Worth Fighting For, has for the past two years directed the union movement’s focus, resources and policy directions into abolishing the industrial laws by campaigning to remove the incumbent government from office at the next Federal election.

Unfortunately, this has resulted in a union movement that has taken its eye off the other threat to union survival and resurgence, and that is of an ageing workforce that will result in significant numbers of union members leaving the movement at retirement.

However, we are confident that we have done the necessary ground work over the past three years to develop strategies, projects and models of youth participation that unions around the country can adopt to engage young workers in the union movement. 

SA Unions will continue to advocate for the development of young people as leaders in the fight to protect  workers rights and maintain the strong tradition of protecting the wages and conditions that union members have fought for an won since Australia’s Federation.
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