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THE AUSTRALIAN

Who’s afraid of Sally?
Branded a “lunatic” with an extreme

agenda, Sally McManus sets the record
straight on everything from her
combative past to her sexuality.

By EWIN HANNAN

S ally McManus sits three rows from the try line at Melbourne’s
AAMI Park, nursing a beer, talking about the one time she felt
compelled to unleash her formidable martial arts skills on a stranger.
“When I was at a pub, this bloke was on top of a woman who was

his partner and was beating the shit out of her,” says McManus, a black belt
in kung fu and taekwondo. “I saw what was happening and kicked him pretty
hard in the ribs. He got up, called me  whatever he called me, we sort of
shaped up and, luckily  actually, a whole bunch of guys ran out and chased
him down the road.”

The leader of the Australian union movement is taking time out to watch her
team, the  Parramatta Eels, play Melbourne Storm. “Oh, smash him!”
McManus yells, as the Eels seek to repel a Storm charge. During the pre-
game entertainment we’ve been discussing her interests beyond work.
McManus loves sport and for years played soccer, relishing her role as
goalkeeper. Four years ago, an opponent slid into her, breaking her leg. She
played out most of the match unaware of the extent of the injury,  turning up
for work the next day until colleagues insisted she go to hospital. She took
one day off.
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On weekends McManus, 47, regularly sets off early for Melbourne’s Western
Treatment Plant to pursue her twin hobbies of bird watching and
photography. The 10,500ha sewage farm in  Werribee is an internationally
recognised bird habitat for more than 280 species, including shorebirds that
travel from Siberia each year. McManus goes in search of raptors and
orange- bellied parrots. “It’s sort of exciting, going out, not knowing what
you are going to find,” she says. “The skill of taking the photo. You are
living in their world, and they don’t give a shit about  anything. I find it very
relaxing.”

As Aretha Franklin’s Respect floats over the crowd, McManus opens up
about her love of video gaming, too. The empire-building strategy game
Civilization has been “a constant for 20 years”; the Metal Gear Solid seriesis
also a favourite. “It’s mainly a stealth thing where you have to take out the
bad guys,” she says. “So you might do it by  hiding in corners, in the dark,
and silently strangling them from the back, or you might do it with a sniper
rifle. The latest one I have finished was set in the desert. It was taking out
terrorists pretty much. I loved it. I love a sniper rifle.”

She smiles mischievously, and refocuses on the play. “Rugby league is
simple,” she continues. “Basically a whole lot of big guys just run into each
other six times. There’s something honest about that, don’t you think?”

Straight talk is important to McManus. When preparing last year to be the
first female  secretary of the Australian Council of Trade Unions, media
trainers told her how to combat journalists. “I learnt all these new things like
deflection and  pivoting, which all seemed to me about not answering the
question,” she says. “It’s hard when you spend your whole full-time working
life, the last 22 years, standing up in front of members. Working people don’t
put up with bullshit.”

Her approach helps explain her first major  television interview, on the ABC’s
7.30 Report, when she said she did not have a problem with “unjust laws”
being broken. If McManus had  concerns about cutting through, there was no
need. Her union supporters cheered — but the  condemnation from
conservatives and business groups was swift, with then immigration minister
Peter Dutton calling her a “lunatic” and employers claiming she risked
damaging  Australia’s reputation with overseas investors.



11/17/2018 Sally McManus: ACTU leader, straight talker

https://www.theaustralian.com.au/life/weekend-australian-magazine/sally-mcmanus-actu-leader-straight-talker/news-story/79e872dcb3dcb57d039… 3/8

McManus is unrepentant. “I am used to  standing up and being straight with
people so I don’t think I got through the media training very well — and I’m
glad I didn’t,” she says. “I just answered it truthfully. I thought it and I
believe it, stand by it and wouldn’t change it. Some people, not any of my
colleagues, but lots of people were saying I should back down from it and I
should walk away from it. No way. Every single big thing that we have
achieved as a union movement for all Australians is by taking illegal
industrial action. How do you think we got superannuation? In 1976, we had
a general strike to defend [the  precursor to] Medicare because Malcolm
Fraser wanted to dismantle it. All of these things — the 38-hour week, the
44-hour week before then. Over and over and over again, it was all so-called
‘illegal’ industrial action. There was no way I was going to walk away from
our history.”

Since succeeding Dave Oliver, who resigned unexpectedly last year,
McManus has been crisscrossing the country, seeking to win support from
the rank and file for the ACTU’s Change the Rules campaign. Union
membership is in long-term decline, falling from 46 per cent of employees in
1986 to just 15 per cent now. Workers are enduring a sustained period of low
wages growth and rarely a day goes by when McManus is not declaring that
Australians need a pay rise. Her campaigning style has galvanised and
unified the union movement, with tens of thousands of workers flocking to
ACTU rallies across the country last month. Standing on a flatbed truck,
McManus told those crammed into Swanston Street for the Melbourne
“mega-rally”: “I have a message for [jobs minister] Kelly O’Dwyer, for Scott
Morrison, for all the other muppets: We will not be intimidated”.

Her defiant us-and-them narrative is designed to fuel discontent, to get the
government thrown out, and build pressure on the ALP to deliver the ACTU
agenda. Critics in the business community privately acknowledge her
success in building a sense of momentum, but express concern that she will
have undue influence in Canberra if the Bill Shorten-led Labor Party wins
the next  federal election. Qantas chief executive Alan Joyce is among those
pushing back against the McManus agenda, warning that a return to industry-
wide  bargaining would wreak havoc with the airline’s supply chain and “take
us back to the 1970s”.

Business Council of Australia chief executive Jennifer Westacott accuses
McManus of  demonising the business community. “I think it’s a very  ‐
different style to what we have seen before, and it’s a style that’s driven
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around conflict and campaigning, not a style that’s driven around problem-
solving and collaboration,” Westacott says. “I think it’s a campaigning style
that tries to present everyone in business as a villain, and everyone else as a
victim. That’s great for Twitter followers, that’s great for campaigning.
Whether it’s great for the country, I very much doubt.”

McManus has been away from Melbourne every week bar three this year,
fronting meetings of union delegates and members in cities and regional
towns. Her job pretty much rules her life. She is not in a relationship and
describes  herself as “married to the union movement”.

“It’s true. It basically takes up all my time and energy,” she says. “Even if I
was looking for a  partner, which I’m not — I know The Australian isn’t
Tinder — all of my time is spent on the  position I am in and the job I have
been given.”

McManus says she has been “non-gender conforming” since primary school,
when she wanted to play soccer with the boys but, as a girl, was not allowed
to. Growing up with two brothers, “I was always hanging out with the boys
so I didn’t really fit into the traditional box that a girl does”. A democratic
socialist and feminist, she was outspoken during the same-sex marriage
debate in favour of the Yes vote. “I know, I did all of that — and no, I’m not
connected to the community, I’ve not got any personal benefit.”

She says “clothes and all of those things aren’t important to me”, adding: “I
think I am probably more intellectual or live in my head rather than thinking
about how you’re projecting yourself to people, so I don’t try and be
anything else other than who I am. If people think you’re a lesbian, it’s
hardly something terrible. You know, so what? Who cares what my sexuality
may or may not be? I am [straight] but I feel like it’s… saying to all the
lesbians out there, ‘Well, don’t worry, I’m not one of you’. I sort of always
feel a bit like that. Like [people say], ‘You should just declare that you’re
straight or this or that’. I say, ‘Why does this matter?’”

Ask her about her childhood growing up in Carlingford, in north-western
Sydney, and she talks about playing backyard and street cricket near the
brick house built by her father, John, a cabinet maker with NSW Railways.
Her mother, Angela, worked as a clerical assistant in a pharmaceutical
factory. Political activism came early. As a high school student, McManus
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took the train to the city to join a 50,000-strong protest at the Domain against
teacher sackings by the state Liberal government. Her history teacher was
among those dismissed. “I just felt the feeling of power, and strength in
numbers that’s really union power,” she says. “It’s basically people standing
together and I just never forgot that feeling.”

From the age of 14, she had a series of part-time jobs working in a cake
shop, delivering pizza, cleaning. She was the first in her family to finish high
school, and went on to do an arts degree at  Macquarie University studying  ‐
philosophy. At 19 she was elected president of the student union, describing
her politics as “independent Left”. “I wasn’t part of the Labor Party or any of
the Trot groups or anything like that,” she says. “People who voted for me
were sort of a broad coalition of Greens, progressives and various ethnic
groups.”

She got smoking banned from the student bar, stopped the use of plastic
cutlery and was part of a group with the Pythonesque title People Initiated
Education Campaigns to Eliminate Sexism, whose objectives included
stamping out sexist advertising on billboards. In her final year at university
in 1994, she applied to join the Organising Works program run by the ACTU
to train young people to become union organisers. “I wasn’t even in the
Labor Party, I was like an outsider,” she says. “They had an affirmative
action rule where 50 per cent had to be women. That’s how I got in.”

Bill Shorten was part of the program. “He was a right-winger,” she says. “I
had much more sharp edges back then. I think we had some disagreement
over East Timor. We were colleagues but we were not mates.” That said, she
believes Shorten “was always destined to be leader of the Labor Party. He
commanded respect even at that age.”

Shorten stands out in a photo of the Organising Works recruits — not for his
presence, but for his hideous shirt. McManus is crouching near the front, not
far from then ACTU secretary Bill Kelty. “From what I saw of her as a
younger person, she had lots of qualities,” Kelty says. “She is determined,
she understood a union argument and she knew that organising was
incredibly hard work.”

In 1998, as youth representative on the ACTU executive, McManus was one
of a group of organisers who helped run the Port Botany picket line and
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“telephone tree” during the national waterfront dispute. She recalls friends
being hauled into police vans. The dispute had a “huge” impact on her.
“There was that sense of being part of a national movement. It was such a
tough  dispute and high stakes,” she says. “I cannot even list the lessons out
of it but it really forged a  generation of trade unionists and it prepared us for
WorkChoices.”

McManus spent 22 years at the Australian  Services Union, including
eight years recruiting and organising workers in call centres and the IT
sector. Membership grew from 9500 to 12,000 and she led successful
campaigns in the private, public and community sectors including the first
collective agreement in the world for IBM workers. Her most notable
achievement was the seven-year, equal-pay campaign for community
workers, which delivered pay rises of 18 to 40 per cent.

Before taking over as ACTU secretary, she met or spoke with union elders
including Bob Hawke, Kelty, his successor Greg Combet, and former ACTU
presidents Jennie George and Sharan  Burrow. She regards Kelty as a master
strategist and once-in-a-generation figure in terms of his ability to organise a
disparate movement. “He said, ‘Look, we were never popular when we
achieved some of the really big things like Medicare and universal
superannuation. It was not like the whole of the public was onside and
always loved us. They didn’t, but we had to think through and be smart about
how we were going to achieve things and just be determined about doing
it,’” she told me last year. “So I think they’re good lessons.”

McManus joined the Labor Party in the late ’90s and stayed in contact with
Shorten when he went to the Australian Workers Union. “What political
differences you might have had, which were small, were less relevant
because you were thrown out to the real world of hundreds and hundreds and
hundreds of disputes. He was really good to deal with and we spoke the same
language. He understood where we were coming from and it just made for a
much more productive discussion,” she says. When Labor was in
government, McManus was representing workers with disabilities and
Shorten appointed her to the National People with Disabilities and Carers
Council. “I really like Bill,” she says. “I see a  different side of him. He has
that skill that union officials have which is speaking to small groups of
people, not in front of cameras.”
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Combet, who first met McManus when she joined the Organising Works
program, says he has always seen her as a potential leader of the trade union
movement. “She’s very committed personally and hard-working, a really
strong campaigner. But over and above everything else is her capacity to
relate to people. I think she will be a really big figure and very successful.”

Employers are less impressed. Westacott says the Business Council of
Australia and the ACTU had previously been able to identify points of
agreement in an attempt to solve problems. “It’s a very different ACTU now
to what we had a few years ago under [president] Ged Kearney and
[secretary] Dave Oliver, who I had a very convivial relationship with, and a
very constructive one, where you could sit down and try and work stuff out
with them,” she says. “Sometimes you’d end up agreeing to disagree, but
you could at least have a conversation about, ‘Let’s try and work this out’.
We have something now that I think personally is about recruitment, not
about trying to solve some of the big issues we need to get our head around.”

Unlike Kearney, McManus says she has no interest in entering politics. “No,
I have never aspired to it,” she says. “I think I can achieve much more for
working people outside parliament.”

Shorten has promised a raft of legislative changes that will move the policy
pendulum towards unions if he wins office. McManus is pressing a more
ambitious agenda and the ALP has left open legislating to allow workers to
strike for industry-wide pay claims. She insists industrial action in support of
this would be a “last resort”. “It isn’t in anyone’s interest to damage our
economy — we simply want to retune it so it runs better for everyone,” she
says.

Asked whether the ACTU needs to be shaken up, McManus says the Abbott
government’s trade union royal commission — which found “widespread
and deep-seated” misconduct by union officials — put unions on the
defensive. She says the commission uncovered a “very small number of
corrupt officials who deserve everything they get”, adding: “We hate them
more than anyone else hates them. As a unionist, as a secretary of my union,
it used to drive me crazy. I would not even consider spending members’
money on coffee and that was the attitude of pretty much everyone.”
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If Shorten wins the election, Labor has committed to scrapping the building
watchdog, the Australian Building and Construction  Commission (ABCC).
It’s a promise the Coalition claims will embolden the Construction, Forestry,
Maritime, Mining and Energy Union (CFMEU), which due to ABCC action
has been subject to scathing court judgments and significant financial
penalties — but McManus will not accept criticism of the union’s tactics.
“Eighty to ninety per cent of the things the CFMEU are accused of are about
right of entry or industrial action, or related to industrial action. Nothing the
CFMEU had been accused of has hurt anyone except maybe the profits of
some developer for a day, and only at the edges.”

As for rebuilding the union movement’s  membership, McManus says union
officials are working on a range of strategies, including low-cost online
membership services. Social media is a significant campaign tool but she
denies being Twitter- centric, as implied by Westacott.

“I don’t live in the Twitter world at all,” she says. “I am in front of workers
all the time, and they are our people. You are getting constant feedback and
it’s real feedback. Maybe union delegates are not representative of the
community but actually I have come to the view that they are. They’re the
only people I listen to and it gives me energy every day.

“If you are busily trying to have everyone love you, to get every single
person on side on every single issue, that’s not how change happens. It’s
never been that 100 per cent of people agree. It’s just that enough people
agree.”


