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the pandemic? alone, the QNMU received almost 600 phone calls directly related to COVID-
19. Our members concerns included:

¢ Being part of a vulnerable group and concerned about their health and safety.

¢  Member being pregnant and how COVID-19 could affect their health and that of their

unborn baby.

¢ Concern for exposing family to health risks.

¢ Patient screening protocol.

¢ Concern for safety and health of student nurses on placement.

e Concerns about safe work in theatre.

¢ Converting wards to COVID-19 wards.

The greater union movement has played a pivotal role in representing and advocating for the
interests, rights, and safety of workers during the pandemic. Research from the International
Labour Organisation (ILO) shows that if the United States had the union density of 35 percent
that it had in 1954 instead of today’s rate of 10 percent, the COVID-19 mortality rate for
working people would have been 19 per 100,000 instead of the 26 actually observed (Soares
& Berg, 2023). The ILO report authors conclude that because unions provide greater
protections against dismissal, employees are more willing to voice their concerns about
health and safety. Furthermore, during the pandemic, unions were effective in securing
enhanced work health and safety measures including access to PPE, COVID-19 testing and
leave (Soares & Berg, 2023).

Unions have worked closely with governments to respond to the pandemic and have
campaigned for flexible, fair responses that were beneficial for workers, businesses, the
economy, and society. This included advocating for work, health and safety measures and
paid pandemic leave for all workers, noting the increased risk of health care workers
contracting COVID-19 during their employment and the likelihood of requiring self-isolation
or quarantine. For these frontline workers, who were often in casual and insecure work
arrangements, access to paid leave entitlements was not an option.

The union movement’s push for job security measures to support casual and insecure workers
was pivotal in the Commonwealth Government’s introduction of the JobKeeper wage subsidy
scheme. Whilst the scheme offered some relief, unions pushed back on changes to the Fair
Work Act 2009 that would unfairly disadvantage workers such as temporary stand-down
directives, reductions to hours of work and determining locations at which work could be
performed.

Unions recognised the need to protect worker’s jobs and implement appropriate safeguards
to ensure that industrial and workplace changes were only made where appropriate for the
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