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Minutes of the 75th Anniversary Unity Conference 
 

hosted by the 

Erskineville Branch of the Australian Labor Party 

Saturday 15th November 2014  
Newtown Neighbourhood Centre, 1 Bedford St, Newtown 

The Meeting was declared open at 10.00 a.m. with Holly Rebeiro in the 
Chair.  

1. Welcome to County 
 
Auntie Millie Ingram welcomed delegates to country, on behalf of the Eora 
people of the Gadigal nation.  She offered her respects to all indigenous 
people present, and to their forebears, and welcomed all non-indigenous 
people and wished them a safe and happy stay on the land.  She offered all 
delegates her best wishes for a successful conference, and reminded 
delegates that Labor had played a critical role in advancing social justice in 
this country, and it was important that the party continued to do so. 

2. Welcome from the Erskineville Branch 
 
Branch President Sean Macken welcomed delegates on behalf of the 
Erskineville Branch and explained the history of 1939 Unity Conference, 
which took place in a (now demolished) building at the top of Erskineville 
Road, about 200 metres from the site of today’s event.  He related that there 
were two conferences in 1939 which were the culmination of a series of 
meetings to try to resolve the split in NSW Labor caused by the Lang Labor 
movement. 
Branches in all other parts of the country had beseeched NSW to get its 
house in order so that the Party could be electable at a Federal level.  There 
was much bitter division in the NSW branch, and a number of key players 
were threatened with expulsion from the Party. However, the second Unity 
Conference in 1939 finally agreed the rules which became the platform for 
the Party’s success over the next 50 years and introduced a generation of 
new leaders, including Heffron, Cahill and McKell. 
Sean explained that the Erskineville Branch had organised today’s event in 
the belief that the 75th anniversary of this crucial Labor was worthy of 
celebration. 
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Erskineville Branch Secretary David Hetherington then addressed delegates 
and outlined further reasons why today’s meeting was particularly important.  
David observed that it was a rare opportunity to debate the role in the Party 
the grassroots members who are the custodians of Chifley’s challenge to 
work for the betterment of mankind. 
Despite being happy to volunteer, donate and staff campaigns, grassroots 
members often feel voiceless within their own party, or that particular a 
Labor position doesn’t represent the ideals of the party.  This is how 
members feel when senior MPs describe progressive tax changes as “class 
warfare”. 
Grassroots members don’t have a forum to come together and debate 
issues, like the unions have with Unions NSW, or the factions have with their 
regular meetings.  The Erskineville branch hopes this year that the Unity 
Anniversary event can provide such a forum. 
Importantly, the Branch wants this to be an interactive discussion amongst 
rank-and-file members about our role in the party and delegates to debate 
how we can collectively improve our voice within the party. 

3. Keynote Speech: Geoff Gallop 
 
Geoff Gallop opened his remarks by relating the story of a Melbourne friend 
who went to a conference of the Catholic Church in Toronto.  The meeting 
conference examined two basic questions: 1) should we exist? and 2) what 
should we stand for?  Geoff believes that both questions are important for 
the Labor party. 
Labor’s key question is “what should a Labor presence in society 
represent?”.  Geoff has spent some time recently working with political 
candidates in South Africa on integrity, and what it has reminded him is that 
above all the public is looking authenticity from politicians.  The public wants 
to know that what you get is what they say you will get. 
The basic social democratic approach to politics is as the “saviour of the 
world”.  The world today faces enormous challenges with require this 
approach including jihadism, climate change, refugees, and public health 
crises.  In the 1930s and 1940s, social democracy saved capitalism from 
itself, because it understood the link between democracy and equality.  We 
need the same from social democracy today. 
Gough Whitlam’s funeral this week reminded us that we have lived off his 
assets for so long.  Perhaps most importantly, Gough understood the 
difference between tactics and strategy.  He would have recognised the 
three opposing forces facing social democracy today: fundamentalism, 
populism and vested interests. 
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To oppose these, Labor must call on six basic values: liberty, democracy, 
equality, community, security and sustainability.  Labor also needs cultural 
change but Geoff will not dwell too much on this.  Instead he argued that 
there are two of these six values that Labor should focus on most keenly: 
democracy and equality.  Alannah MacTiernan led the charge on internal 
democracy in Geoff’s government and Geoff read out excerpts of a letter 
from Alannah to the organisers of today’s conference emphasising the need 
for further democratic reform. 
And unless we pursue equality with much more vigour, populism will win the 
day.  We need to be radical on equality, to tackle inequality in health and 
education.  Geoff is sick of AFR editorials on the need to return to the 
Hawke and Keating days.  We all know that jobs and productivity matter, but 
we can’t succeed by treating workers as optional extras. 
The world is waiting for social democrats and the Labor party to get their act 
together.  The public want great Labor government and great Labor 
members – we must get on with it, and conferences like todays are a good 
place to start. 

4. Panel session: James Button, Lucille McKenna, Chris 
Haviland, Jamie Clements 
 
James Button (Open Labor) opened with an overview of the activities of 
Open Labor in Victoria. Open Labor has been campaigning both inside and 
outside the ALP.  
Internally, Open Labor has campaigned for an open and more democratic 
Party. To this end they sought to support and elect conference delegates 
who would commit to a party reform charter. Externally they have tried to 
reengage with fellow travellers who aren’t members of the ALP.  
Lucille McKenna (Haberfield branch) spoke on the role of local, community 
based, activism organised through local branches. She spoke about the role 
of branches in campaigning and engaging local constituents. She had four 
main concerns about the ALP presently: 

• The power of the factions; 
• Candidate selection, especially for the Upper House; 
• The need to implement the Faulkner Reforms; and 
• The need to rebuild the Party’s trust in the local branches. 

 
Chris Haviland (Local Labor) spoke on the activities of Local Labor. Started 
in Victoria in 2010 it aims to implement the Bracks/Carr/Faulkner reforms. 
Committed to ensuring the one vote one value in all Labor Pre-selections 
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including for Senate and Upper House candidates. Local Labor is not anti-
Union and they support 50/50 split for Conference delegates. 
Jamie Clements (NSW General Secretary) spoke on the reforms already 
introduced in NSW.  

• The direct election of the Parliamentary Leader; 
• Trialling of Community Pre-selections; 
•  Judicial review of Party decisions and activities; and, 
• Partial direct election of National Conference delegates. 

He compared these reforms with the situation in other states and pledged to 
support 100% rank and file involvement in determining lower House pre-
selections. He expressed some concerns over the outcomes of some rank 
and file pre-selections citing the local endorsements of Joe Tripodi and 
Craig Thompson. He believes that under some limited circumstances it is 
appropriate for the National Executive to intervene in local pre-selections. 
 

5. Keynote Speech: Rodney Cavalier 
 
Rodney began with a brief history of the Labor Party’s origins and its 
connections to the broader community in the first half of the 20th century.  In 
1891, the trade unions established labour leagues in Sydney, in an arc 
around Sydney Harbour and along the railway lines of NSW.  By 1891, there 
were labour leagues in Bowral, Mittagong and Moss Vale.  It’s important to 
note that in the early years, these were self-governing leagues – there was 
no “head office”. 
Sport played an important role in the party’s involvement with the community 
in the 1930s.  The 1932 ALP Year Book listed ALP associations for cricket, 
tennis and vigoro. Tennis was a mixed sport. Vigoro was for women.  
The Cricket Association had 14 clubs affiliated. They were: Alexandria, 
Rozelle East, West Marrickville, South Dulwich Hill, Redfern, Darling 
Harbour, Bronte, Belmore (City), North Randwick, Ryde, Clovelly, Sans 
Souci, Balmain, Naremburn, Surry Hills.  
There were more members of the ALP playing sport in those branches then 
than there are ALP members today.  This was a time when there was more 
to ALP membership than working on election campaigns. 
Unions affiliated to the ALP are down to 6 per cent of electors. More workers 
vote for the Liberal/National coalition than vote for the ALP. More workers 
vote Green than vote for the ALP.  Soon there will be more workers who 
vote informal than vote for the ALP. 
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Labor cannot do better because it is controlled lock, stock and dividend 
stream by a political class - a self-perpetuating oligarchy of party staff, union 
officials and ministerial staff who between them, cross faction, exercise a 
monopoly over who rises. 
Change the structure and the political class is out of business. The losers 
from democracy are those who control the party. 
Tyranny is self-reinforcing. It has two critical props. 

 the bloc vote of affiliated unions provides protection against the 
membership. 

 taxpayer funding of political parties means parties have no need for a 
membership. 

No Coalition government will upset this apple cart. Union control of the ALP 
is the massive inbuilt advantage the conservatives enjoy.  
However strong the findings of the Royal Commission into trade unions, 
Coalition governments will never remove the unions from the ALP.  Long 
ago Rodney realised that nothing but nothing matters until and unless you 
reduce unions on the floors of conferences to 19 and lower. Anyone who 
tells you they want more than 20% union representation in internal party 
structures is simply not in favour of reform. 
The ALP is beyond reform. Only external intervention backed by legislation 
can create a party based on ALP members. 
If there were a proper audit of ALP branches, less than 50 branches in NSW 
would survive. 
In conclusion, Rodney suggested there were six prerequisites for any future 
success for Labor: 

1) the rule of law 
2) judicial oversight 
3) every union member enjoys the fundamental right to opt in or opt 

out of his or her union’s affiliation to the ALP, as is now the case 
with UK Labour. 

4) a democratic test for public funding which is based on proving that 
the members of a party control that party. 

5) Rules and changes to the Rules will be subject to judicial 
oversight based on testing that a measure is not “oppressive, 
unreasonable or unjust”, the words employed in the 
Commonwealth arbitration acts since the 1950s, so very useful in 
restraining union tyranny. (Nothing can overcome apathy. Tyranny 
will prevail when no one cares who controls a union.) 



 
 

 

 6 

6) secret ballots at conferences and in preselection ballots, 
conducted by an external authority.  

None of this will happen. 
 

6. Delegates debate 
 
Motion moved: 
“That this Conference of Branches, in celebration of the 1939 Unity 
Conference, calls for the Rules of the Australian Labor Party to be a 
democracy based on membership control. 
That this Conference reiterates the principle that no one person or group 
should dominate the Party to the exclusion of others. That the democratic 
spirit of 1939 should be readopted by all units of the Party. 
We believe that the Australian Labor Party should be a party based on the 
collective effort of all Australians who submit, through both membership and 
pledge, to advancing Australia as a fairer and more equitable society. 
That all those who do submit, through both Membership and pledge, should 
have an equal say in the internal and external affairs of the Australian Labor 
Party.  
 

• An equal say over the policy, platform and direction. 
• An equal say over the administration of the ALP. 
• An equal say over who will represent our Party in public office.  

 

To this end, this Conference calls on the National Conference of the 
Australian Labor Party to support rule changes which require each State and 
Territory Branch to ensure all candidates for Public Office are chosen by the 
membership, and only the membership. 
This Conference calls on the National Conference of the Australian Labor 
Party to support rule changes which require each State and Territory Branch 
to ensure all Party Officials be elected by the membership, and only the 
membership. 
Further that this conference undertake to support such delegates to the 
National Conference that agree to support this Conference’s resolution.” 

Minow (Erskineville) / Mack (Erskineville); carried. 
 
Amendment of additional words moved by Belinda Neal (Woy Woy): 
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“That the principles of democratization, presently enshrined in the 
constitution of the ALP, apply to the national executive as well as all other 
parts of the party and that any other rule changes that increase participation 
of the rank and file also bind the national executive.” 

Neal (Woy Woy) / Nicol (Bondi); not carried. 
 
Motion moved: 
“That this Conference agrees to establish a regular Conference of Branches. 
That the Conference is to meet on a biennial basis and be comprised of 
delegates from each local branch in NSW, and that the conference will move 
around Sydney and NSW. 
Further that this conference appoint a working committee to liaise with other 
branches and to organise prior to July 2015 a further Unity Conference.” 

Martin (Lithgow) / Drew (Leichhardt); carried. 
 
Motion moved: 
“That this Conference of Branches support allowing judicial oversight over 
the operations and functioning of the NSW Labor Party. We support the 
principle that the Rules of the party, and all of its processes, will be subject 
to the rule of law. Judicial review should be a fundamental right conferred on 
all members. That the present Rules and any future amendments be subject 
to disallowance by the courts if they are oppressive, unreasonable or 
unjust.” 

Cavalier (Southern Highlands) / Minow (Erskineville); carried. 
Motion moved: 
“That this Conference of Branches urgently seeks the following ALP Rule & 
Policy reform changes. These will ensure ALP internal Party democracy and 
electoral success. 
1) Policy changes: 
• all political parties' eligibility for public funding to be contingent on that 
party's rules and decisions being justiciable 
• the donations disclosure threshold to be reduced from its current level of 
$12,800 to $1,000 and indexation removed 
• donations from foreign and anonymous donors to be banned 
• donation splitting across branches, divisions or units of parties to be limited 
• disclosure of donations to be fast and regular 
• breaches of electoral law to be an offence attracting significant penalties 
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2) Rule changes: 
• the practice of factions, affiliates or interest groups binding 
parliamentarians in Caucus votes or ballots to be banned 
• upper house candidates to be preselected by a full, statewide ballot of all 
Party members 
• State and National Conference to include a component of directly elected 
delegates, moving from the current model to: 60% directly elected, 20% 
elected by Affiliated Unions and 20% by Electoral Councils, reached in 
stages over the next three National Conferences 
• Union delegates to Party Conferences to be elected through a ballot of 
those union members that opt-in, conducted under the principle of 
proportional representation 
• for the purpose of determining union affiliation numbers, unions should 
only be able to count members who have agreed to their membership being 
counted towards that affiliation in an opt-in system.” 

Glyde (Milton-Ulladulla) / Perkins (Murrah); carried. 
Amendment moved by Harvey Purse (Newtown): 
“That the words “opt-in” be replaced by the words “opt-out”.” 

Purse (Newtown) / Bradley (Glebe); not carried. 
 
There being no further business, the Conference was declared closed at 
3.00pm. 


