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Welcome and thank you for coming today. 
 
The Victorian Private Sector Branch is incredibly proud to be nominating Bob Hawke for life 
membership of the Australian Services Union. 
 
Bob Hawke was born in Bordertown, a small South Australian town near the Victorian border. In 
1947 at the age of 18 he joined the Labor Party and after completing degrees in both Law and Arts at 
the University of Western Australia he successfully applied for a Rhodes Scholarship and studied 
economics at Oxford University from which he graduated having written his thesis on wage fixation. 
 
Bob returned to Australia in 1956 to undertake doctoral studies at the ANU. During this time he 
worked in an honorary capacity for the ACTU in the 1957 and 1958 Basic Wage Case.  
 
Bob did not complete his doctorate, but instead accepted a position as research officer and advocate 
with the ACTU in 1958. It was at this time that he joined the then Federated Clerks Union Victorian 
Branch on 1 October 1958 and has remained a continuous member of the Branch since that day. 
 
Bob proved to be a brilliant and fierce advocate for working people – something that remans the 
case to this day. 
 
In the 1959 Basic Wage Case, Bob was able to advocate the kind of case the Commission wanted to 
hear by examining evidence and argument put before the Court by employers. He was able to 
destroy the legal and economic underpinning of the 1953 decision which had abolished the 
automatic adjustments of the basic wage. He succeeded in persuading the judges to award a 15 
shillings increase – two shillings above the amount the Basic Wage would have been had automatic 
adjustments occurred. 
 
Bob had only a few weeks’ respite before his next case began. This was the first margins case to be 
heard for five years, with Bob securing another major victory with a 28% increase in the award 
payment above the basic wage paid for various levels of skill and experience. 
 
A further highlight in Bob’s career was the South Australian basic wage case where employers 
claimed wages in the State should be reduced because of a lower cost of living (sound familiar?). Bob 
found a fault in his opponent’s logic, which concerned ‘the going rate’ and won the case. 
 
During his ten years as researcher and advocate Bob was responsible for all of the ACTU’s wage 
cases, economic analyses and submissions to government. He also represented the indigenous 
public servants of Papua New Guinea in their wage claim. 
 
Not surprisingly when Albert Monk retired as president of the ACTU in 1969, Hawke was elected his 
successor with many unions swinging behind him because they could see his energy, drive and 
commitment and believed such an articulate and charismatic person could take the movement 
forward. 
 
With Bob now president of the ACTU many workers benefitted. The female rates case of 1969 was a 
major first step in the ongoing battle to achieve equal pay, bringing the female basic wage up to 75% 



 

of the male basic wage.  The ongoing struggle to achieve equal pay is something our union will never 
give up on. 
 
In 1971 Bob Hawke was elected to the federal executive of the Australian Labor Party. In 1973 he 
became the most prominent figure in the labour movement simultaneously holding the positions of 
ACTU and ALP President. 
 
In 1980 Bob stood for and won the seat of Wills. 
 
Immediately upon his election to Parliament, he was appointed to the Shadow Cabinet as Shadow 
Minister for Industrial Relations, Employment and Youth. 
 
In 1983 Hawke become Leader of the Opposition with the Liberal Party calling a snap election to try 
and capitalise on Labor’s internal feuding. 
 
Instead Bob led Labor to a landslide election victory by gaining a 15-seat majority over the Liberal 
Party in the House of Representatives. 
 
One of Bob Hawke’s first major steps as Prime Minister was to conduct an Economic Summit 
meeting in Canberra, from this the “Wages Accord” was borne and became a major part of 
government policy to modernise the economy and increase its competitiveness. 
 
Bob Hawke went on to be the longest serving Labor Prime Minister in our countries history serving 
from 1983 - 1991 
 
The reforms of the Hawke era have transformed Australia into the country we know today. 
 
Life changing and transformative reforms including: 
 

 Medicare - our universal health care system 

 Superannuation 

 Tackling gender inequality and creating the Sex Discrimination Act 

 Environmental outcomes like stopping the damning of the Franklin in Tasmania, and setting 
up Landcare with farmers across Australia 

 A royal Commission into Aboriginal Deaths in Custody 

 Increased support for Child care 

 Investment in Public housing 

 Income support for families and the strengthening of the social security safety net for low 
income Australians 

 Student numbers in training and vocational education (mainly in TAFE colleges) rose by over 
25% under Hawke. 

 University enrolments rose by almost 57%, from 357,000 in 1984 to 559,000 in 1992. 

 The percentage of students in secondary education rose substantially, from 35% in 1982 to 
77% in 1992, partly as a result of greater financial assistance to students from low-income 
backgrounds 

 
Bob Hawke understood that a modern cohesive society needed to have a strong social safety net.  
Many credit the Hawke government with making Australia a fairer and more egalitarian society due 
to the many social reforms it undertook. 
 



 

All of us share a collective responsibility to fight to defend Bob Hawke’s legacy in the face of the 
conservative agenda.  As the weekends election results show the union movement will always take 
up that challenge.  The Australian people trusted Bob when he said that Medicare was under threat.  
It was no scare campaign. 
It’s fair to say that Bob Hawke is a giant of the labour movement and a much loved figure in our 
nation. 
 
The Victorian Private Sector Branch is very proud to have Bob Hawke, the ALP’s longest serving 
Prime Minister, as a paid up union member. 
 
Today the Australian Services Union is delighted and honoured to present Bob Hawke with Life 
Membership of the union at this National Executive meeting. 
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