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Fractious Factions: 
The Organized Unemployed and the 
Labour Movement in New Zealand, 

1978-1ggo 
CYBÈLE LOCKE 

There were national organizations of unemployed workers in both 
the 1930s and 1g8os in New Zealand. Yet what has lived on in 
folk memory and history books are the bands of unemployed men, 
marching to the beat of a drum under the banner of the National 
Unemployed Workers' Movement (a New Zealand descendant of 
the British movement) during the 1930s Depression. 1 And what 
has come and gone with barely a trace, is Te Roopu Rawakore o 
Aotearoa (which literally translates as the New Zealand move-
ment of those who have nothing), a national unemployed and 
beneficiaries' movement organized largely by women, Maori, and 
young people during the 1g8os recession.2 Te Roopu Rawakore o 
Aotearoa has received so little attention because of the different 
kinds of people who led the movement: labour's reserve army 
rather than unemployed male breadwinners. When large 
numbers of white male breadwinners became unemployed in the 
1930s, this was perceived as a threat to the status quo and required 

1 Paul Harris, 'The New Zealand Unemployed Workers Movement, 1931-1939: 
Gisborne and the ReliefWorkers' Strike',New Zealand Journal of History, 10/2 (1976), 130-43;
R. T. Robertson, 'Isolation, Ideology and Impotence: Organizations for the Unemployed 
during the Great Depression, 193o-1935', ibid. 13/2 (1979), 149-64; T. Simpson, The Sugarbag 
Years (Martinborough, 1974); Cybèle Locke, 'Demanding "Jobs with Justice": Maaori and 
Paakehaa Organisation of the Unemployed in the 1930s and 198os' (Ph.D. thesis, University 
of Auckland, 2000); Vincent O'Malley, 'A United Front against Capitalism? Unemployed 
Workers' Organisations in Christchurch, New Zealand, during the Depression', Labour 
History Review, 73/1 (2oo8), 145-66. 

2 Maori tribal elders from the Hokianga, in the north of New Zealand, who were 
involved in the formation of the national unemployed and beneficiaries' movement, pro-
vided the movement with its name: Te Roopu Rawakore o Aotearoa. People described 
as beneficiaries are those in receipt of benefits that are not work related; e.g. Domestic 
Purposes benefits for single parents or pensions for retired people. 
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immediate state action. The first New Zealand Labour govern-
ment, elected in 1935, instituted a strong, interventionist state to 
support full employment, which continued into the 1950s and 
196os with the support of consecutive governments. Women and 
ethnic minorities were drawn into the workforce in significant 
numbers but were then the first to be laid off when New Zealand 
entered a recession in the mid-1970s. Rather than take state action 
to create employment, National government politicians dismissed 
the unemployed as social deviants or 'dole-bludgers' who did not 
wish to work. 3 In response, sections of the reserve army oflabour 
formed unemployed and beneficiaries' groups and Te Roopu 
Rawakore o Aotearoa to publicize their cause and relieve the 
poverty of their communities. I have drawn on oral histories, 
archival materials, union newspapers, and journals to tell their 
stories; to describe how they championed 'social justice unionism': 
grass-roots organizing that employed non-hierarchical structures, 
consciousness-raising, creative protest action, and broad-based 
alliances to bring about social justice and equality; and how they 
challenged trade unions to restructure their organizations to take 
race and gender into account, as well as class. 4 

Te Roopu Rawakore o Aotearoa successfully forged alliances 
with individual trade unions within both the Federation of Labour 
(NZFoL) and the Combined State Unions (NZCSU) in the early 
1980s. When the recession first began to bite in the late 1970s, 
working-class trade unionists, particularly those who were 
members of the Socialist Unity Party (NZSUP) or the Workers' 
Communist League (NZWCL), played an important role in 
forming unemployed workers' unions and centres. They were 
instrumental, along with unemployed workers, temporary scheme 
workers, students, and community workers, in forming Te Roopu 
Rawakore o Aotearoa (Te Roopu). However, when the Labour 
Party (the traditional political ally of working-class people) was 

3 Shirley R. Leitch, 'Unemployment in New Zealand, 1981-1983: A Study of the 
Presentation by Radio, Television and the Press of a Major Social Problem' (Ph.D. thesis, 
University of Auckland, 1986), 177-g. 'On the dole' referred historically to men on relief 
work in the 1930s. By the 198os it was used to describe anyone on an unemployment 
benefit. 

4 This terminology owes much to Vanessa Tait, Poor Workers' Unions: Rebuilding Labor 
From Below (Cambridge, Mass., 2005). For a detailed discussion of this tripartite approach 
refer to Cybèle Locke, '"Blame the System, Not the Victim!" Organizing the Unemployed 
in New Zealand, 1983-1992', International Labor and Working-Gloss History, 71 (Spring 2007), 
162-84. 
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elected into power in 1984 and instituted a series of neo-liberal eco-
nomic reforms which devastated the New Zealand economy and 
contracted both the private and public sectors, early alliances 
forged between employed and unemployed workers began to frag-
ment. Organized private-sector workers were increasingly haunted 
by the spectre of unemployment and they looked to an active 
alliance with large state-sector trade unions of white-collar workers, 
rather than to their comrades who had lost their jobs. 

7he Reserve Army ofLabour 

When political scientist Rob Steven analysed the New Zealand 
working class in the 1970s, he identified three major elements. The 
first was the aristocracy of the working class: skilled workers with 
trade certificates, supervisory workers, and well-organized workers 
in strategic sectors of the economy. When recession hit in the mid-
1970s, the aristocrats of the working class were able to protect 
their jobs and conditions. The second element were the less 
organized, less skilled workers, domestic market producers who 
held on to their jobs (but with decreasing success) during this time 
and suffered from falling wages. And finally, at the bottom of the 
heap, there was the reserve army oflabour, who were not able to 
protect their incomes or their jobs at all. 5 Steven explains that to 
'function as a reserve army, workers must be capable of being 
hired and fired at short notice without provoking other workers 
and without any inconvenience to capital', and this category 
mostly comprised women and a significant number ofMaori and 
Pacific Island workers. 6 Unemployed, underemployed, and first-
time job seekers were also important members of the reserve 
army, although they were not the focus of Steven's work. 7 

5 Rob Steven, 'Towards a Class Analysis of New Zealand', Australian and New Zealand 
Journal of Sociology, 14/2 (June 1978), 113-48, at 126. 

6 Ibid. 127-8.
7 Rob Steven does not include unpaid family workers, the unemployed, and women 

engaged in domestic production in his analysis but does acknowledge they are part of the 
reserve army. Roberta Hill, supervised by Rob Steven, engages with international debates 
among feminists and Leftists, such as Milkman, Adamson, Beechey, and Owen, that char-
acterized women as a reserve army oflabour, but she studies the impact of unemployment 
on employed clothing workers rather than the unemployed themselves. Roberta Hill, 
'Women, Work and Recession: The Other Face of Unemployment', New Zealand Journal 
of Industrial Relations, 7/3 (1982), 157-71.



CYBÈLE LOCKE 

The 1950s and 1g6os were remarkable years in New Zealand 
because of the low levels of unemployment, and it was during this 
period that married women, Maori, and Pacific Islanders were 
drawn into the industrial workforce. However, in 1976 registered 
unemployment began to climb from 5,000 and reached 48,ooo in 
1g8r. While this was low when compared to Australia, the United 
States, and the United Kingdom, New Zealand unemployment 
was distributed more unequally, where women and young people 
were concerned, than in other countries (ethnic minorities made 
up a similarly high proportion of unemployment statistics in the 
United States). Working women were segregated into low-status 
positions within low-paid occupations-such as teaching, manu-
facturing, and clerical work-and although their share of employ-
ment rose from 2g.6 per cent in 1971 to 31.7 per cent in 1976, their 
share of unemployment statistics during this period was about 45 
per cent.8 Women also made up 8o per cent of the part-time 
workforce. Women's unemployment or underemployment was 
often hidden in the official records because neither part-timers 
nor spouses whose families earned over $rr 1.40 per week in 1978 
could receive an unemployment benefit, and therefore did not 
register with the Department ofLabour.9 

Unemployment hit semi-skilled workers (sales workers, farm-
workers, logging/ sawmilling workers, miners and quarry workers, 
seafarers, drivers, cooks) and unskilled workers (warehouse workers, 
packers, meat workers, factory workers, general labourers) ofboth 
sexes the hardest in the 1970s, particularly those in construction, 
manufacturing, wholesale, and retail trades. 10 Most Maori and 
Pacific Island workers were engaged in the manufacturing, mining, 
transport, and construction sectors of the workforce, which made 
them especially vulnerable to job loss. 11 In 1981 Maori and Pacific 
Islanders made up 10.4 per cent of the workforce, but were 31 per 
cent of the total of unemployed. The number of unemployed first-

8 John Hicks and Peter Brosnan, 'How does New Zealand Compare? Some 
International Comparisons ofDisaggregated Unemployment Data', New Zealand Journal of
Industrial Relations 7 (1982), 107-22, at 110. 

9 Unemployment News, June 1979.Anne Else, False Economy: New Zealanders Face the Conflict
between Paid and Unpaid Work (Auckland, 1996). 

10 Hicks and Brosnan, 'How does New Zealand Compare', 118. Meat workers included 
meat processers and meat packers. 

11 Evan Te Ahu Poata-Smith, 'The Political Economy of Inequality between Maori 
and Pakeha', in Chris Rudd and Brian Roper (eds.), The Political Economy ofNew Zealand 
(Auckland, 1997), 160-79,at 163. 
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time job seekers (across all ethnicities in New Zealand) was four 
times the national unemployment rate in 1980. Maori and Pacific 
Island women aged 15 to 19 had the highest unemployment rate 
of any group in the country and their share of unemployment was 
over nine times their share of the New Zealand workforce in 
1981.12 

It was the reserve army oflabour that Steven suggested should 
be organized first in 1978, because they were the most exploited 
section of the working class. He warned that in the coming years 
of economic crisis, wages and conditions of other groups of 
workers in the working class would also decline and unemploy-
ment would threaten them too. He urged potential allies to unite 
around a socialist vision and campaign for job security and a 
living wage for all. 13 

Organizing the Unemployed 

And in the late 1970s, it did seem as though the trade unions were 
taking this advice. A number of people in the NZSUP had gained 
strategic positions in blue-collar trade unions and they played an 
early role in organizing the unemployed. Unhappy with the 
Communist Party of New Zealand's (CPNZ) decision to ally with 
the Chinese Communist Party, a core group of people had left 
the CPNZ and formed a new Marxist party, the pro-Soviet, New 
Zealand Socialist Unity Party, in 1966, under the leadership of 
Alex Drennan, national executive member of the Auckland 
Brewers' Employees' Union, and Bill Andersen, secretary of the 
Northern Drivers' Union and president of the Auckland Trades 
Council. According to historian Bert Roth, 'The SUP, being com-
posed mainly of trade unionists, was naturally less revolutionary 
and more pragmatic than the Communist Party, and advocated 
policies of broad socialist alliance and development of the labour 
movement.' 14 The NZSUP were strong in the drivers', storemen 
and packers', carpenters', labourers', and the chemical and drug 
workers' unions, as well as the Auckland Trades Council and the 
NZFoL, with NZSUP member Ken Douglas becoming national 

12 Hicks and Brosnan, 'How does New Zealand Compare', 113, 116. 
13 Ibid. 129.
14 Kerry Taylor, 'The Communist Party of New Zealand from its Origins until1946' 

(Ph.D. thesis, University ofWellington, 1995), 53.
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secretary ofNZFoL in 1979 and Bill Andersenjoining the national 
executive in 1982. 

The Auckland Trades Council employed their first full-time 
unemployment officer in 1977 to advocate on behalf of unemployed 
and beneficiaries at the departments of Labour and Social Welfare, 
and the position was consistently filled by members of the NZSUP. 
The Waikato Combined Beneficiaries' Union was set up, with the 
support of the Waikato Trade Union Centre, in 1978, with a focus 
on benefit rights for single parents. 15 Retired trade unionist and 
NZSUP member John Mitchell organized the Auckland 
Combined Beneficiaries' Union, working predominantly with those 
on invalid, sickness, and domestic purposes benefits. 16 The secre-
tary of the Christchurch Trades Council, Leon Morel, was the 
main player behind the formation of a Union for Unemployed in 
1978. By 1981, it had been renamed the Christchurch Unemployed 
Rights' Centre, and was run by a group of anarchists; trade union 
involvement became limited as a result. The majority of unem-
ployed workers were young people who had never been involved 
in a union, and trade union officials found it difficult to bring the 
unemployed into their organizations. However, where trade union 
officials stepped back from positions of leadership and allowed 
unemployed people to run unemployed groups, they had more 
success. This occurred in Palmerston North. 

Three female meat workers, Viv Porzsolt, Wendy Craig, and 
Susan Gray, who became 'class conscious' while working at the 
Longburn meat works in the 1970s, decided to form the 
Palmerston North Workers' Unemployed Rights Centre to look 
after unemployed meat workers in 1978. 17 Porzsolt, influenced by 
the women's liberation movement (in both London and New 
Zealand) and the Socialist Action League in Wellington, talked 
about her experiences of trying to ally with working-class men 
while advocating women's rights inside the Meat Workers' Union: 

15 Oral interview (hereafter OI) withJoeJones and Patsy Barry conducted by (hereafter 
cb) Karen Davis, Tape 31, 26 Aug. 1993, Hamilton, Te Roopu Rawakore o Aotearoa Oral 
History Project (hereafter TRRoAOHP), Alexander Turnbull Library (hereafter ATL), 
Wellington. 

16 Report to the Income Maintenance Taskforce, 1986, Combined Beneficiaries Union 
Papers, Ace 91-26I-58, ATL. OI Frank Clarke, cb Karen Davis, Tape 14, 1 Mar. 1993, 
Auckland, TRRoAOHP, ATL. Benefits were payments made to single parents or old age 
pensioners. 

17 Maud Cahill and Christine Dann, Changing Our lives: Women Working in the Women's 
liberation Movement (Wellington, 1991), 19. 
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Some left wingers, largely male, regard it [the women's movement] as 
divisive of the working class, the concern of only affiuent, educated, 
middle-class women. Some feminists do not see the relevance of the 
working-class movement to the women's movement. I think they are 
both wrong. Male chauvinism is a great divider of the working class, not 
women's efforts to challenge it. ... How then do we confront the 
undoubted sexism that exists among workers? We must unite with men 
on a class basis but struggle against their chauvinism. We must work 
with the knowledge that no matter how screwed up in the head some 
men are or how antagonistic they are, objectively, working men are our 
allies. It can be demonstrated to workers over time that divisions in our 
ranks serve only the boss. 18 

Porzsolt coordinated the Palmerston North Workers' Un-
employed Rights Centre and it was administrated by trade union-
ists.19 She recalled that over half of those who were unemployed 
in Palmerston North had never belonged to a union, so she 
handed the leadership of the Centre over to a young unemployed 
woman, Karen Sole, in 1g8r. Sole remembered the polarization 
between men and women in the centre when sexism was chal-
lenged-she described herself, Porszolt, and Penny Poutu, an-
other member of the Centre, as 'loud, stroppy women' who were 
sometimes accused of ganging up on men who worked there-
but differences were reconciled and a common agenda was 
forged. 20 Penny Poutu was also instrumental in making Maori 
rights a central issue, and in 1982 the Centre hired a Maori youth 
worker to look after young people, mainly Maori and Pacific 
Island, who were living on the streets. 2! This combination of 
issues became the focus of the Wellington Unemployed Workers' 
Union as well. 

In the late 197os,Jane Stevens joined a labour cooperative called 
Aroha Trust, formed by a group of Maori teenage women in 
Wellington. Aroha Trust aimed to provide work, housing, and a 
shared sense of identity for young Maori women. 22 It was from 
this base that Stevens got her first Temporary Employment 
Scheme (TES) job, labouring for the Wellington City Council in 

18 New Zealand Monthly Review, Apr. 1977
19 OI with Karen Sole, cb Karen Davis, Tape 32A, 31 Aug. 1993, Wellington, 

TRRoAOHP, ATL. 
20 OI with Karen Sole, cb Karen Davis, Tape 32A. 21 Ibid. 
22 Cited in Pip Desmond, 'The Interviewer as Insider', paper for the National Oral 

History Conference, 2-3june 2001. 
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1979 when she was 19.23 However, in the wake of the second oil 
shock in 1979, Stevens and 20,000 other TES workers nationwide 
were made redundant. With the support of the Labourers' Union, 
Stevens organized a public meeting and protest for TES workers 
in Wellington, early in 1980, and she gave her first speech along-
side experienced trade unionists Ken Douglas and president of the 
Federation of Labour, Jim Knox. Unemployed scheme workers 
formed the Wellington Unemployed Workers' Union and Stevens 
became the first Chairperson, later that year. The Unemployed 
Workers' Union was managed by trade unionists, notably from the 
Clerical Workers' Union, Grocers and Butchers' Union, Tramway 
Workers' Union, Caretakers and Cleaners' Union, and the 
Wellington Trades Council.24 Women from the clerical and 
grocers and butchers' unions, influenced by socialist feminism, 
played a prominent role in shaping the politics of the Wellington 
Unemployed Workers' Union, and Stevens brought a commitment 
to young people, particularly Maori, into the organization. 

As the combined figures for unemployment and temporary 
employment scheme employees reached 71,ooo in August 1981, 260 
delegates, representing employed and unemployed workers, 
attended the Federation of Labour and Combined State Unions 
(NZFoL/CSU) Unemployment Conference.25 The conference was 
largely organized by Wendy Davis, Research Officer for the 
NZFoL, with considerable help fromJane Stevens, and the focus 
was unemployment as a working-class issue. 26 The consensus was 
that the responsibility for creating employment lay with the gov-
ernment and employers. It was decided that in order to change the 
direction of government policy, the trade union movement, organ-
izations of unemployed workers, and other community groups 
should become allies, and policy was constructed to direct trade 
unions to donate 1 per cent of individual union membership fees to 
unemployed workers' centres. Jim Knox stated at this conference: 
It is obvious that a united working class demands that unemployed and 
employed workers fight unemployment jointly and not separately .... 
Today, a large number of unemployed people are young. Many of them 
have never had jobs at all, have never come into contact with unions, 

23 OI with Jane Stevens, cb Karen Davis, Tape 6, 3 Dec. 1992, Greytown, 
TRRoAOHP, ATL. 

24 Ibid. 25 Textile News, 6l3 (1981), 12. 
26 Wendy Davis to Ken Douglas, 12 Aug. 1981, NZFoL MS papers 4100 14/2/1, ATL. 
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and are inexperienced in some aspects of organization and decision-
making. If we are to fight unemployment, one of the biggest stumbling 
blocks which we must somehow get over is how to involve young unem-
ployed workers in the fight back. Unions, which are traditionally working 
class organizations, are not designed to assist workers who do not have 
jobs. Union organization is based on organization within workplaces. 
Obviously if the strength of existing union organizations is to be used to 
assist unemployed workers, changes will have to be made and we will 
have to become more flexible in our thinking. 27 

Trade union structures did not become more flexible, but 
unions did pledge financial assistance for new unemployed 
workers' unions and centres. The Wellington Trades Council 
supported regional branches of the Wellington Unemployed 
Workers' Union in Lower Hutt and Porirua (suburbs/cities with 
higher proportional unemployment, higher proportional Maori 
and Pacific Island populations, and a larger share of the kinds of 
working-class jobs that were increasingly being cut from the 
economy), and NZFoL district councils funded unemployed 
centres in New Plymouth, Auckland, Rotorua, and Whangarei. 28 

Unemployed and beneficiaries forged their own groups with stu-
dents, churches, and community workers, and Maori were partic-
ularly active. Huhana Oneroa and Anna Meihana were active in 
an unemployed rights' group called Te Whare Awhina o te Iwi 
(Te Whare Awhina) organized in the Hokianga, which provided 
both advocacy for people with problems related to the Department 
of Labour and Social Welfare and information on land issues, legal 
matters, peace campaigns, cooperatives, and tenants' rights. The 
main issues facing Maori in rural places were racism at their local 
welfare offices and the 'remote areas clause', a Department of 
Labour and Social Welfare directive that denied people benefits if 
they moved to rural areas where there was no work available. This 
especially affected young Maori, who returned to their ancestral 
homelands once they became unemployed in the cities.29 By 1984, 
31 unemployed and beneficiaries' groups existed; 50 per cent of the 
membership was Maori, about half the groups were supported by 
individual trade unions and trades councils, and a significant 

27 NZFoL/CSU, Out ofWork: The Fight forFull Employment (Wellington, 1981), 18. 
28 OI with Dave McPherson, cb Karen Davis, Tape 9, 5 Dec. 1992, Wellington, 

TRRoAOHP, ATL. 
29 For a fuller discussion of these issues refer to Locke, '"Blame the System, Not the 

Victim!"' 
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number were coordinated by women. These groups decided to 
form a national movement for unemployed and beneficiaries and 
Jane Stevens became the national coordinator of the movement in 
1984. 

Forging a collective identity was not an easy process because 
for many unemployed centres the only thing they had in common 
was that they were involved, one way or another, with the unem-
ployed. There were tensions between those centres that set them-
selves up as support groups, offering such things as 'coffee 
mornings for company', and other groups which were highly 
political and frequently used protest action to present the plight of 
the unemployed to the general public. Maori activists injected 
Maori cultural perspectives into the political philosophy, strate-
gies, and tactics of the movement. Feminist Maori activists, such 
as Anna Meihana and Huhana Oneroa, were influenced by 
activist groups such as the Waitangi Action Committee that 
demanded 'te tino rangatiratanga o te iwi Maori' ('the sovereignty 
ofMaori people, collectively, over their lives and resources') and 
organized a 'liberation struggle against racism, sexism, capitalism 
and government oppression'. 30 For some Maori unemployed, 
material dispossession was the consequence of colonization and 
would only be cured by the return of their sovereign power. In 
addition, there were those unemployed groups which were trade 
union based and had close links with trades councils and the 
NZFoL, and those that did not. It took between eighteen months 
and two years of sustained endeavour to produce reference points 
that would encompass these factions. 31 

A National Unemployed Workers' Charter was drawn up 
which laid down the principles that unemployed groups held in 
common and became a movement-building tool for social change. 
The Charter demanded: 

(1) Government and public recognition of the extent and effects of 
unemployment. 

(2) Policies aimed at meaningful work available for all, regardless of 
sex, sexuality, race, age, marital status, or disability. 

(3) Equal distribution of the wealth and leisure created by the new 
technology. 

30 Ranginui Walker, Ka Whawhai Tonu Matou: Struggle without End (Auckland, 1990), 220. 
31 OI with Brian Avison, eh Karen Davis, Tape 20, 4 Apr. 1993, Wellington, 

TRRoAOHP, ATL. 
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(4) An adequate income for all unemployed workers. 
(5) No discrimination against unemployed and temporary workers. 
(6) No discrimination among beneficiaries due to race, sex, sexuality, 

age, marital status, nationality, or disability. 
(7) Full rights and responsibilities as Trade Unionists. 
(8) Recognition and support of unemployed workers' groups by the 

government and trade union movement. 
(9) Free access to information on government department decisions 

and policies affecting the unemployed. 
(10) Full information on all benefits and entitlements; published in all 

main languages used in New Zealand. 
( 11) The protection of personal privacy and dignity of all beneficiaries. 32 

A culture of 'social justice unionism' developed among the 
groups that formed Te Roopu. Social justice unionism 'rejects rou-
tinized bureaucracy in favor of rank-and-file control and activism, 
participatory democracy, broad alliances, innovative tactics, and a 
focus on far-reaching goals such as justice and equality'.33 For 
example,Jane Stevens rejected the hierarchical style of organizing 
characteristic of the trade union movement and utilized a collective 
consensus model, demonstrated to her by New Zealand women's 
liberation groups and Maori labour cooperatives. For Stevens, this 
model encouraged young, first-time job seekers to participate and 
Maori and women to become leaders in the movement. 34 Many 
of the city-based and rural Maori groups promoted activism and 
innovative tactics to promote the cause of the unemployed. During 
national meetings, the unemployed occupied their local Depart-
ment of Labour and Social Welfare to publicize the injustice of 
being blamed for high unemployment. When Te Whare Awhina 
hosted the first national meeting of Te Roopu in February 1985, 
for example, 150 people took a day off to occupy the Kaitaia 
Department of Social Welfare and demand that the 'remote areas 
clause' be revoked. The department director agreed to reinterpret 
the clause and people were treated noticeably better after that. 35 

It was the aim to build strong alliances with the trade union move-
ment that became a matter of controversy in 1985. 

A minority of groups, led principally by the Auckland Trades 
Council-sponsored Auckland Unemployed Workers' Union 
(many of whom were members of the NZ SUP) advocated that 

32 Dole-drums, no. 14 (Aug. 1g8g), 11. 
33 Tait, Poor Workers' Unions, 8. 34 OI withJane Stevens, eh Karen Davis. 
35 OI with Stevens, eh Karen Davis, Tape 7.
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unemployed and beneficiaries should be organized by the trade 
union movement and become part of the union bureaucracy, for-
mally adopting NZFoL and NZCSU policy and a political strat-
egy of support for the Labour Party in the upcoming election. 
However, a strong majority of groups argued that one of the most 
important aims ofTe Roopu was that unemployed workers' and 
beneficiaries' groups must be initiated by unemployed and benefi-
ciaries themselves. It was finally agreed that Te Roopu would 
remain independent of the national bodies representing the trade 
unions, but encourage active alliances. 36 In the lead-up to the 
national election, not all Te Roopu-affiliated groups supported 
the Labour Party, so they ran a negative campaign for the defeat 
of Robert Muldoon's National Party rather than a positive cam-
paign for a Labour Party victory. 

The Auckland Unemployed Workers' Union opposed both the 
decisions to become an independent movement and to organize 
a national protest campaign. They therefore called a meeting of 
groups from Kaitaia, Whangarei, Auckland, Waikato, Napier, 
Rotorua, and Tauranga and set up a rival upper-North Island 
regional structure for unemployed and beneficiaries, directed by 
the Auckland Trades Council.37 The only groups left in this rival 
unemployed organization by the time it formed were the 
Auckland Unemployed Workers' Union and the Auckland and 
Waikato Combined Beneficiaries' Unions, but they were to play 
a significant role in damaging Te Roopu's credibility with the 
newly elected Labour government and the NZFoL in rg85. 

'Snookered' 

Te Roopu, the NZFoL, and the NZCSU were jubilant when the 
Labour Party was elected in rg84 and believed that positive polit-
ical and economic change was imminent. Prior to the rg84 elec-
tion, two opposing strategies had been operating within the 
Labour Party. There were those who advocated 'corporatism', 
negotiations between employers, unions, and the state to develop 
a broad consensus on economic and social issues. In stark contrast 
to the corporatists were advocates of neo-liberalism such as Roger 

36 OI with Stevens, cb Karen Davis, Tape 7.
37 Auckland Unemployed Workers' Union, Out of Work (April 1984), 1. 
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Douglas, who argued that democracy was a threat to economic 
policy and recommended divorcing economics from social policy 
and the political sphere, and allowing economic decision-making 
to occur in the market place. 38 The only indication that corpo-
ratist ideas would be abandoned by the Labour Party in 1984 was 
a briefing paper written by Treasury officials, which argued that 
'any barriers and controls [to the operation of the free market] 
should be removed and that the state should be reduced to a 
residual role facilitating the process of restructuring and targeting 
assistance to individuals in exceptional circumstances'. 39 

Mter an internal struggle, the fourth Labour government 
accepted the policy suggestions by pro-market extremists-Roger 
Douglas became Minister of Finance-and the policy aim of full 
employment, supported by consecutive governments since the 
mid-1930s, was abandoned. A range of New Right economic 
reforms were instituted in late 1984 and early 1985 that caused 
employment to contract in the private sector.40 The manufactur-
ing sector, which employed a quarter of the workforce in 1985, 
lost one-fifth of its jobs by 1990, one in seven jobs were lost in agri-
culture, and almost one-quarter of jobs in construction. The only 
growth area was the financial sector.41 Registered unemployment 
increased 146 per cent between 1984 and 1990 and New Zealand, 
in contrast to earlier times, had a higher unemployment rate than 
most other OECD countries. Unemployment remained unequally 
distributed, although the number of unemployed prime-aged men 
had increased. 42 

What happened to our united front of trade unionists and 
unemployed? Peter Brosnan, David Rea, and Moira Wilson 
describe the trade union movement as 'snookered' in the mid-
198os. The state had protected private sector trade unions since 
the inception of the Industrial Conciliation and Arbitration Act 

38 Ian Shirley, Brian Easton, Celia Briar, and Srikanta Chatterjee, Unemployment in New 
Zealand (Palmerston North, 1990), 34. 39 Ibid. 35.

40 New Zealand is thus somewhat of an anomaly on the world stage because it was the 
Labour Party who put into practice a New Right political agenda based on neo-liberal 
economic theories during the 198os. The Labour Party's neo-liberal economic reforms of 
this period were nicknamed Rogernomics after the Minister of Finance. 

41 Peter Brosnan, David Rea, and Moira Wilson, LabourMarket Segmentation and the State: 
The New Zealand Experience (Wellington, 1991), 32. 

42 Peter Brosnan and Moira Wilson, 'How does New Zealand Compare Now? 
International Comparisons ofDisaggregated Unemployment Data', New Zealand Journal of
Industrial Relations, 14 (1989), 241-50 at 241-2,249.
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in 1894. The Act established a system that encouraged the forma-
tion of trade unions, ensured compulsory conciliation and arbi-
tration between employers and workers, and established an award 
system to regulate wages and conditions. 43 The Court of 
Arbitration moderated the impact of market forces and gradually 
adopted the 'living wage' concept-pay rates should broadly 
increase at the same pace as the cost ofliving.44 It also established 
a highly gendered hierarchy of occupational wage differentials 
which became fundamental to wage-bargaining, and established 
occupational class status. Men were given higher wage rates than 
women, based on the male breadwinner wage concept. The 
blanket coverage of awards did not discriminate between Pakeha 
(New Zealanders of European descent) and Maori and Pacific 
Island male workers; the disadvantage for those Maori and Pacific 
Island men who joined the industrial workforce was the small 
number of occupations open to them because of the state's edu-
cational, training, and immigration policies alongside employer 
prejudice and discrimination.45 

Private sector trade unions gained considerable political weight 
in national politics when compulsory membership was legislated 
by the first Labour government in 1936, and unions grew in size 
and income. Because the state protected union membership, there 
was little impetus for developing grass-roots activism amongst 
trade union members, and most unions were industrially weak. A 
handful of unions-waterside workers, seafarers, miners, meat 
workers, and drivers-were the exception, and they mobilized 
their memberships with effective leadership and workplace struc-
tures to bring improved wages and conditions through industrial 
action.46 While the state unions did not have the luxury of com-
pulsory membership, they increasingly became reliant upon com-
parability with the private sector, which was enforced through the 
arbitration system.47As a result of this state dependence, the main 
strategy of trade unions was political rather than industrial, and 

43 Melanic Nolan, Breadwinning: New Zealand Women and the State (Christchurch, 2ooo), 
20. 

44 Pat Walsh, 'From Arbitration to Bargaining: Changing State Strategies in Industrial 
Relations', in Chris Rudd and Brian Roper (eds.), The Political Economy ofNew Zealand
(Auckland, 1997), 183-201,at 187. 45 Ibid. 188. 

46 Tom Bramble and Sarah Heal, 'Trade Unions', in eid. (eds.), The Political Economy of
New Zealand (Auckland, 1997), 119-40, at 129. 

47 Pat Walsh, 'The Privatisation of Social Aspiration: Trade Unions in New Times', 
Sites (Autumn 1990), 99-109, at 102. 
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the Labour Party had historically been the vehicle for achieving 
trade union demands. 48 When the Labour Party embarked on its 
neo-liberal agenda in 1984, the trade union movement was afraid 
that if they strongly opposed fiscal reforms, the National Party 
would be elected in 1987, and unions would lose what litde polit-
ical power they had. They were also becoming increasingly afraid 
of the organizational potential of the unemployed, whose mem-
bership gain was their loss. 49 Private sector trade unions lost 
40,000 members between 1982 and 1989 and public sector unions 
lost 30,000 members between 1985 and 1989.50 Trapped in this 
dilemma and industrially weakened, negotiation between the 
unemployed organizations and unions stagnated. 

Fractious Factions 

When the Labour Party failed to follow through on their pre-elec-
tion promises of financial support for organizations of unem-
ployed and increased welfare spending, Te Roopu publicly 
condemned the Labour government in early 1985, much to the 
discomfort of the NZFoL and the NZCSU. It was at this point 
that the Auckland Unemployed Workers' Union approached 
Kerry Burke, Minister of Employment, and told himjane Stevens 
did not represent many unemployed workers, which Burke then 
reported to the press, damaging the reputation of Te Roopu.51 

Relations between Te Roopu and the Auckland Trades Council 
became even more strained when unemployed groups honoured 
the demands of their Maori members and developed a bicultural 
structure forTe Roopu Rawakore, with eight Maori representa-
tives to the national committee and a national Maori eo-coordi-
nator, Anna Meihana, elected to sharejane Stevens's load in the 
national office in 1985. Anna Meihana recognized the significance 
of the membership's willingness to share power equally with 
Maori in the movement and acknowledged her political roots 
inside the Waitangi Action Committee: 
It was a real buzz finding that Maori side of me that had been mis-
sing for so long, and in being amongst my own people fighting for 

48 Brosnan, Rea, and Wilson, Labour Jvlarket Segmentation, 31. 
49 Very few New Zealand trade unions maintained their members once those members 

had lost their jobs. 
50 Bramble and Heal, 'Trade Unions', 131-2. 51 Evening Post, 12 Mar. 1985. 
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self-determination and Maori sovereignty. That [Waitangi Action 
Committee] was a really good group to start off working in because of 
their uncompromising stand on Maori self-determination-They believe 
in Maori control[,] after all Aotearoa is our country, and so do I. ... I 
want to see us taking over and getting back what[']s rightfully ours .. . 
and I'm glad to see that the pakeha people in Te Roopu Rawakore are 
giving up a lot of their white privileges and powers for us. 52 

This was not the position of members of the Auckland Trades 
Council. They accused Te Roopu Rawakore of being racist, sep-
aratist, and undemocratic, stated that the movement was doomed 
to failure, and recommended all union funding be withdrawn 
from unemployed groups affiliated to the national movement. 53 

These accusations were a smoke screen; what really rankled 
members of the Auckland Trades Council was the fact that Te 
Roopu decided to remain independent of the trade union move-
ment and refused to support the newly elected Labour govern-
ment uncritically. 

A number of members of the Workers' Communist League were 
playing prominent roles in the Auckland Unemployed Workers' 
Rights Centre, Taranaki Unemployed Workers' Rights Centre, 
Wellington, and Hutt Unemployed Workers' Unions (all Te Roopu 
affiliates), and this also fuelled the differences between the Auckland 
Trades Council and Te Roopu. The Maoist Wellington Marxist-
Leninist Organization joined with the Northern Communist 
Organization and the recently expelled South Auckland branch of 
the Communist Party of New Zealand to form the NZWCL in 
1978.54 Challenged by feminist Maori sovereignty activists to rec-
ognize the revolutionary potential of their cause, the NZWCL 
decided to reject a monolithic Communist model that put the 
primacy of class struggle above all others, and adopted a pluralistic 
and democratic stance on how socialist societies should be organ-
ized in 1984. David Steele, a Wellington NZWCL member 
recalled: 'Women in the League fought hard and draining battles 
to get ... women's liberation accorded equal status with liberation 
from class oppression .... We [WCL] also came to recognize that 
the struggle for Maori self-determination was of equal significance 

52 Dole-drums, no. 36 (Oct. 1985), 6. 
53 Simon Wallace Unemployment Officer, Report to the Auckland Trades Council on 

Te Roopu Rawakore o Aotearoa, 30 Aug. 1985, MS go-385-3/u, ATL. 
54 David Steele, 'Whereto the Socialist Left Now?', The Republican (Apr. 1990), 14. 
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to the class and gender struggles. '55 It was this tripartite analysis 
that meant NZWCL members in Te Roopu supported Maori 
demands for a bicultural unemployed and beneficiaries' movement. 

While the Auckland Trades Council was influential in the 
Auckland region, in other areas individual trade unions continued 
to fund unemployed groups. However, all negotiations to forge 
an official relationship between the national trade union bodies 
and Te Roopu stalled. Paranoia grew when Maori trade union-
ists, upset with the lack of support for Maori issues within the 
trade union movement, organized a national meeting to decide 
whether or not to form a separate Maori trade union movement. 
Anna Meihana represented Te Roopu at this meeting. Over 400 
Maori trade unionists attended and many different views were 
expressed on how relevant trade unions were to Maori and 
whether they should set up their own trade union or not. Tom 
Murray, from the Timber Workers' Union and convenor of the 
Maori Trade Union Committee, opened with the well-known 
phrase 'an injustice to one is an injustice to all' and went on to 
explain: 
we Maoris, who as the indigenous people of Aotearoa [New Zealand] 
were decimated by disease and warfare by the turn of the century, and 
who have in turn in the last 86 years been destroyed culturally, academ-
ically, and economically by the society we live in, believe that it is the 
duty of the whole working class of Aotearoa to support the struggle of 
Maoris for full participation within the working class movement. 56 

Jim Knox, president of the NZFoL, who opened proceedings 
on the Saturday, represented a different approach to working-
class solidarity. He stated: 
The Federation of Labour and the Combined State Unions are con-
scious of many of the deficiencies that exist, of the failure of past prom-
ises to be kept. But at the same time we must avoid the danger of seeking 
to remedy the deficiencies by resorting to divisively separatist tactics. It 
has been well said that racism and nationalism are the two blades of the 
employers' scissors, used to cut up and divide the working class. Whether 
or not the Trade Union Movement can influence improvements will be 
determined by how clearly the needs of the Maori people are seen as 
being relevant to the members of all Unions.57

55 Ibid. 16. 56 Socialist Action, 28 Mar. 1986. 
57 Statement of the New Zealand Federation of Labour and the Combined State 

Unions toTe Hui a Nga Kaimahi o Aotearoa, 94-106-58/06, ATL. 
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Executive members of the NZFoL and NZCSU were strong on 
the point that it was shared class interests that would unite people 
from diverse cultures and political attitudes. The Auckland Trades 
Council directed this same point at Te Roopu when Te Roopu 
formed a bicultural structure. 

The drivers' unions were well represented at the Maori trade 
union meeting and they advocated unifying along class lines, and 
not allowing racism and sexism to divide the trade union move-
ment. A very small minority of participants argued that class 
analysis had no relevance for Maori workers at all, while the 
majority of delegates pushed for a substantial restructuring of the 
union movement to better meet Maori aspirations. And so, much 
to the relief of the NZFoL and NZCSU, Maori trade unionists 
decided not to form their own union movement, but demanded 
the trade union movement support Maori self-determination and 
Maori representation on all union decision-making structures. 
Another demand was that 5 per cent of fees collected by the 
NZFoL and NZCSU go to all unemployed and beneficiaries' 
groups, and finally, Maori rejected the proposal to amalgamate 
the NZFoL and the NZCSU into the Council of Trade Unions 
because the draft constitution did not mention Maori, let alone 
the right to Maori self-determination. 

Rather than create more flexible trade union structures to 
involve Maori and unemployed without making them subordinate 
to the trade union leadership, the NZFoL and the NZCSU focused 
their energies on merging to form the Council of Trade Unions 
(NZCTU) in 1987. Ideas for organizational and tactical change had 
been percolating in the union movement since Muldoon's National 
government had instituted a three-year wage freeze, voluntary 
unionism, and a series of repressive union laws, which deprived 
unions of their function and seriously impacted membership 
numbers in the early 1980s. Before the Labour government 
repealed voluntary membership in 1985, trade unions lost, on 
average, at least 5 per cent of their members, with the Engineers' 
Union losing 12 per cent and the New Zealand Shop Employees' 
Union losing 42 per cent. 58 Other factors were the decline ofblue-
collar trade unions in manufacturing and export sectors (because 

58 Bruce Jesson, FragmentsofLabour: The Story Behind the Labour Government (Auckland, 
1g8g), 92; Raymond Harbridge and Susan Webber, 'Trends in Official Union Member-
ship: 1983-1985', New Zealand JournalofIndustrial Relations, 12/2 (1987), 81-7,at 82. 
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of Labour's reforms) and the increasing power of white-collar trade 
unions, thanks to rank-and-file strikes in the 1970s. 59 Also impor-
tant was the belief that one large centralized trade union organi-
zation would act as a counterweight to the increasingly centralized 
power of employers. The proposed NZCTU structure was highly 
centralized and those unions with the biggest memberships were to 
have the most power in the organization. A minority of blue-collar 
unions-the transport and maritime unions, electricians, and 
timber workers-opposed the winding down of the NZFoL 
because they remained committed to industrial action in the work-
place and were afraid that the voice of blue-collar trade unionists 
would be significantly reduced in the new organization. 60 When 
they were outvoted, they remained outside the newly formed 
NZCTU. 

Women and Maori, particularly members of the Clerical 
Workers' Union and the Hotel and Hospital Workers' Union, 
were successful in lobbying for separate advisory committees for 
women and Maori, with representatives at the district, regional, 
and national levels, inside the new structure of the NZCTU, 
despite opposition from the NZSUP and the Engineers' Union. 
The continued commitment to a Maori advisory committee kept 
Maori trade unionists from forming their own trade union organ-
ization that year. NZCTU policy on unemployed people and their 
unions stipulated that financial assistance and support (it was sug-
gested affiliated unions contribute I per cent of their union fees) 
would only be provided for those unemployed organizations 
working in conjunction with NZCTU regional and district organ-
izations, supporting NZCTU policies, and presenting satisfactory 
financial reports to the National Executive.61 Unemployed groups 
affiliated to Te Roopu actively opposed the Labour Party as well 
as the National Party in the lead-up to the 1987 election, and noisy 
disruptive protest wasTe Roopu's main strategy to pressure the 
government into bringing about positive change for unemployed 
and beneficiaries. On these terms, very few unemployed groups 
enjoyed the support of the NZCTU. The NZCTU also found it 
easier to ignore Te Roopu oncejane Stevens had resigned at the 
end of 1986 and the movement suffered from a leadership crisis 
when Anna Meihana focused her energies on the Maori wing of 

59 Bramble and Heal, 'Trade Unions', 130. 60 Socialist Action, 23 May 1986. 
61 The New Zealand Council of Trade Unions, Official1988 NZCTUDirectory, 133, 135.
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the movement and then herself resigned in June 1987. Further 
negotiation with the NZCTU did not take place until Sue 
Bradford and Huhana Oneroa were elected eo-coordinators of 
Te Roopu at the end of 1987. 

The main strategy of the NZCTU was political between 1987 and 
1990. Its aim was to unite the membership around 'strategic union-
ism', which was a comprehensive corporatist political programme, 
first put forward by trade unionists Rob Campbell and Alf Kirk in 
1983. They had proposed to broaden the trade union movement's 
industrial relations focus to wider political and economic questions 
and argued that unions should negotiate a trade-off with the govern-
ment: in return for influence on social and economic policy, unions 
would accept lower wage rises. 62 Labour Party officials rejected this 
proposal in 1983 because the union movement was too fragmented, 
but with the formation of the NZCTU, its officers Ken Douglas and 
Angela Foulkes hoped some such compact could be negotiated. This 
strategy relied, of course, on the government and employers being 
willing to consult with trade unions on policy setting, production, 
and job creation. While the unions had some impact on the creation 
of the Labour Relations Act 1987, this Act still prohibited unions 
from seeking access to enterprise bargaining (second-tier agree-
ments) while they maintained award coverage for affected workers, 
and unions had no say in the State Sector Act in 1988, which under-
mined unions by scrapping job tenure in the public sector and 
reducing other long-established conditions of employment.63 

Workers and unemployed, feeling utterly betrayed by the Labour 
Party, became disillusioned with the NZCTU leadership because 
they had so little impact on policy-making and offered no industrial 
resistance to economic reforms. 

In contrast, Te Roopu became an increasingly united move-
ment during 1988, with the successful leadership of Sue Bradford 
and Huhana Oneroa. They were instrumental in organizing a 
March Against Unemployment, walking the length of the North 
Island, and the Job Search Tour across the South Island, with 
2,ooo people converging on parliament in Wellington to demand 
job creation, a living wage, human rights for beneficiaries, and 
Maori self-determination from the Labour government. It was 
during this time that key members of the NZSUP, who had been 

62 Jesson, Fragments ofLabour, 93. 63 Bramble and Heal, 'Trade Unions', 132. 
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involved with unemployed groups that stood outside Te Roopu, 
began to lose faith in a political strategy of support for the Labour 
Party, and those groups decided to join Te Roopu at this point. 
The NZCTU secretly negotiated an 'agreement for growth' 

with the government and employers in rg8g and rggo, which 
'stipulated a two per cent ceiling on wage settlements unless 
justified by higher productivity. In exchange for a union restraint 
on wages, businesses would agree to invest .  .  . higher profits to 
expand output and thereby create jobs. Workers would be com-
pensated by improvements in the social wage, especially in health 
and education. As a deflationary measure, the Reserve Bank 
would be requested not to keep interest rates high to promote 
investment in industry.'64 Effectively, the NZCTU settled for a 
wage cut in return for the promise of union input into economic 
planning. And even this weak agreement was never put to the test 
because the Labour Party was defeated in the polls in rggo.65 

It was only when one of the trade union movement's worst fears 
was realized, the National Party was elected back into power in 
rggo, that they decided to recognize Te Roopu as the national 
organization of unemployed and beneficiaries; representatives were 
granted observer status at NZCTU district council meetings, the 
national coordinator was invited to present a report at NZCTU 
national conference, and affiliate unions were encouraged to 
support all local unemployed groups. This recognition was too 
little, too late. Te Roopu Rawakore collapsed in the wake of 
benefit cuts legislated by the National government in rggr and 
trade union membership halved when the rggr Employment 
Contracts Act removed compulsory unionism and all that was left 
of the arbitration system. 

Conclusion 

The trade unions played an important role in the formation of 
unemployed and beneficiaries' groups, beginning in the late rg7os. 
Unemployed workers' groups were committed to building strong 
alliances with trade unions, but not at the expense of their inde-
pendence, as they formed their own national structure. While the 

4 Nick Pacey, 'Trade Union Support of the New Zealand Labour Party, 1984-1993' 
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National Party was in power, the NZFoL, NZCSU, and Te Roopu 
acted in concert and built a significant number of alliances at the 
local, regional, and national levels. However, when the Labour 
Party was elected, the NZFoL and NZCSU engaged in strategic 
unionism in the hope of gaining some political clout, and backed 
away from industrial action. When the Labour government began 
to implement neo-liberal economic reforms and trade unions lost 
their members to unemployment, ascendant sectors of the trade 
union movement began to regard Te Roopu as more of a threat 
than a potential ally. Antagonism increased when Te Roopu 
formed a bicultural structure that gave a substantial amount of 
power to Maori unemployed and used protest action to condemn 
publicly the Labour government for their economic reforms in 
1985. The reserve army oflabour-the insecurely employed, unem-
ployed, and beneficiaries-were left out in the cold when the 
NZCTU was formed in 1987. The union movement became dom-
inated by moderate state-sector unions and a leadership that would 
make any political or industrial compromise to maintain compul-
sory membership. Te Roopu was only recognized by the NZCTU 
when the Labour Party was no longer in power and it became clear 
that the National Party would introduce legislation to remove com-
pulsory unionism and all that was left of the arbitration system. 

Te Roopu Rawakore o Aotearoa was an organization that 
championed the rights of women and ethnic minorities while main-
taining a class position at the heart of its politics. Affiliated groups 
recognized that unemployment was unevenly distributed and 
working-class women, ethnic minorities, and young people bore 
the brunt of economic reforms in the 1g8os. Influenced by Maori 
sovereignty activists, it was one of the first organizations in New 
Zealand to form a bicultural structure, where power and resources 
were shared equally between Maori and Pakeha unemployed in 
the movement. Socialist feminists challenged sexism in the move-
ment and organized unemployed groups as non-hierarchical col-
lectives rather than adopt the bureaucratic style of trade unions. In 
this regard young women and Maori were encouraged to take on 
leadership positions, which was less common in the trade union 
movement. Unemployed workers engaged in creative street actions 
to protest their cause and refused to remain invisible or take the 
blame for a systemic problem that was not of their own making. 




