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Case study 3: Trade union corporate campaigning

An example of a reciprocal alliance involving many partners is the union-initiated campaign against the James Hardie Company, which manufactured building products containing potentially lethal asbestos fibres. This alliance saw the Australian Council of Trades Unions (ACTU), the Australian Manufacturing Workers Union (AMWU) and Unions NSW (the state equivalent of the ACTU), asbestos groups represented by prominent mesothelioma victim Bernie Banton and his lawyer Jack Rush QC, and the New South Wales government cooperating to raise public awareness of the financial and legal liabilities of the company, which had failed to warn people using fibro-cement building products. After 1978, health warnings were placed on these products, and finally asbestos was removed entirely from the manufacturing process, but not before many workers had suffered injuries that ultimately resulted in their deaths.

Public rallies in capital cities around Australia in September 2004 followed the establishment of the New South Wales government’s Special Commission of Inquiry (Jackson Inquiry), which found that James Hardie had seriously under-funded its liabilities to asbestos victims when it established its Medical Research and Compensation Fund. The inquiry recommended charges against company directors and officers of James Hardie for making misleading and deceptive statements. Eventually, the company negotiated a settlement and made compensation payments to victims of asbestos-related illnesses and their families. In June 2010, the ACTU, the AMWU and the Cancer Council of Australia developed a set of strategies for an asbestos-free Australia, and in October 2010, the federal Labor government established the National Asbestos Management Review to implement the strategies that had been developed.

Discussion questions
1. How would you classify the role played by unions in the James Hardie case?

2. Does this case provide any insights into the challenge of regulating the conduct of multinational corporations?
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