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Research Note: Popcorn, Pickets, and Brass-bands:
Young Workers’ Organising in the Cinema Industry 2003-
2006

GRACE MILLAR’

Abstract

Since the Employment Contracts Act in 1991, the N®aland union movement has
become significantly smaller and less powerful. $hevice and retail sectors, where
many workers get their first jobs, often have naoantradition. How to organise
young workers and how to rebuild unionism in theviee industries are two of the
most important questions facing the New Zealandrumovement.

Movie theatres were one of the many service-basedkplaces that were de-

unionised in the period after 1991. In April 20B&ading Cinemas opened a new
movie theatre in Wellington. In November 2003, kess were paid at the New

Zealand minimum wage rates of $8.50 for over 18 wéds and $6.80 for under 18

year olds, and there were no union members at Rgaihhemas. Over the next few
months, 95% of Reading workers joined the uniord arnyear later, these workers
took industrial action, voted 100% for a strikedamon a collective agreement.

This article will undertake a qualitative analysisthe unionisation at Reading and
the dispute that followed and to explore what thisrkplace can add to our
understanding of young workers in unions.

Introduction

On Friday 17 September 2004, 50 people, includingyass band, gathered outside
Reading Cinemas, while the workers gave away figgcqrn. A year earlier, there
had been no union members at Reading Cinemas egwl itionths later, workers had
won their collective agreement. This article wilaenine the history of Unite Union at
Reading Cinemas, and what can be learned from étajive@ analysis of that
experience.

This article will discuss three particular aspesitainionisation at Reading cinemas.
Firstly, it will look at union membership. At Readi 95% of workers joined the
union; this interest will be examined in the contex data that says that young
workers are less likely to be members of a uniam thider workers.

Secondly, it will explore what can be learned abthé service sector from the
unionising experience at Reading Cinemas. Thd eetd service sectors have under
five percent union density in New Zealand and isegally seen as hard to organise

" Grace Millar was the organiser at Reading from32006. This article was first given as a paper at
Labour Traditions: The Tenth National Australiarbbar History Conference, Melbourne, 2007
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(Blackwood, Feinberg-Danieli & Lafferty, 2006). TBervice sector is discussed as a
whole, despite the many different patterns of waitkin this sector. This article will
argue that, if disaggregated, the service secteradaantages for organising, as well
as challenges.

Thirdly, it will examine the role that traditionahion tools can play in raising union
consciousness among workers who have joined a dardhe first time. Traditional
union forms of organising such as meetings, netestetpickets and strikes were vital
to unionising Reading Cinemas. The union needadséoevery tool available to it;
often these were part of the traditional union 4kigl but to be effective they needed
to be applied in a way that took into account thec#fics of the workers and the
workplace.

Industrial Environment

The 1991 Employment Contracts Act changed the Negalahd industrial
environment, from one of the most regulated in\Whestern world to one of the least
(Harbridge 1993). Prior to 1991, awards had setnoinimum wages and conditions
for each industry, but under the Employment Com¢rabere was no longer any
protection for overtime, breaks, and other basiddmns. Many service workplaces
were completely de-unionised in the 1990s. Uniensity in New Zealand decreased
from 43% in 1991 and to 21.4 % in 2003. In 2003 siky in the service industry
union was just 5.1% (May, Walsh and Otto, 2004).

Employers in movie theatres, like most service @ygis, took advantage of the
deregulated labour laws to drive down wages andlitons. The 1989 front-of-
house award covered cinemas and set out a higteeforacashiers, an allowance for
serving food and drinks, and a different rate fdeaning. Under individual
bargaining, these conditions soon ended and ar@rettendant’ became a minimum-
wage job that did all these tasks. The changermgeand conditions of employment
was even more marked for projectionists as undeatiard, projectionist had been a
trade with an apprenticeship system. The 1990 gtiojgst award includes specific
provisions such as a wash basin in the projectidiog and the provision of a warm
coat for projectionists as well as a shift paymesdyvice allowance, overtime,
weekend rates, call-back rates, and late workitesraChanges in technology led to a
de-skilling of the projectionist trade, which coméd with the changes to
employment legislation enabled employers to drallyiceduce conditions over less
than a decade. By 2003, some cinemas were payajectonists as little as $1 an
hour above the minimum wage (Organising Notes, si@mema File, Unite Union)

Reading Cinemas Courtenay Central opened in 2@Resding workers had never
been covered by an award. The young workers were vemployed at Reading
would have still been at primary school (or youngenen the Employment Contracts
Act came in, so they had no experience of unioma@mories of awards. When Unite
began organising at Reading in late 2003, the p#gsr(and minimum wage rates)
were $8.50 for over 18 year-olds, and $6.80 foreurdi® year-olds.
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Union Membership

Unite first approached workers at Reading Cinema3acember 2003 after learning
that Reading management had removed workers’ paigninute breaks. Unite took
advantage of the rights of access provided underEtimployment Relations Act to
introduce the union to workers one-on-one in wamket During the first weekend,
Unite was recruiting at Reading, 59 workers joirled union (about 80% of those
talked to)* In late 2003, there were about 90 workers at Regalitd within a month

95% of them had joined Unite. The staff-turnoveRatding was very high, but union
density remained at 95% as new workers continugairiche union.

This extremely high union density among workeraading cinemas is interesting
in the context of on-going debates about union ithe@enong young workers. Only
one or two of the workers at Reading had belongealunion before. The workforce
was very young; almost all workers were under®22Despite having minimal

experience of unions, most Reading workers joitedunion the first time they were
offered the opportunity.

It is impossible to generalise from one work-plab®ut ‘young-workers’ or ‘service
workers’. However, in-depth analysis of individs#les provides qualitative material
that can add useful depth to analysis based ontitptare data. This article will
discuss the enthusiasm for union organising amoorgievs at Reading in the context
of the Haynes, Vowells, and Boxall (2005), whichmgares the attitudes of older and
younger workers towards unions.

A key idea discussed by Haynes et al (2005) ig¢peesentation gap among young
workers. While union density is lower among youngrkers than older workers,
more young workers say that they would join a unioasked than older workers.
This section of the workforce, who are not curngmtlembers of the union, is called
the ‘representation gap’. This gap is larger amgmgng workers than older workers.
50.3% of workers aged 29 or under in workplacesovit a union say that they would
join a union, as opposed to 25.3% of workers o¥e(HRaynes et al, 2005: 102). The
interest among young workers joining the union tjedemonstrates that there was a
‘representation gap’ at Reading. One worker, wasked if she had any questions
said: “What took you so long?” The experience aad®eg demonstrates that this
representation gap is real and at least some ofvtirgers who express that they
would join a union given the opportunity do join.

In-depth examination of the unionisation at Readimgemas can do more than just
confirm that such a gap exists; it can also adtutexto our understanding of existing
models. Many Reading workers would not necesshalye answered the survey of
Haynes et al, 2005, by saying that they would pianion. Some Reading workers
did not even know what a union was when the Unitgawiser first visited.

However, even the workers with almost no knowledenions joined at the end of a
ten minute conversation with an organiser. Thiswghthat, in order to understand
why people join unions, we should not just examimégons and attitudes towards
unions, but we must also look at employers andudts towards employers. At
Reading, management had just taken the ten mimatk$® away from workers, and
workers wanted those breaks back. Under thesamsgst@ances, even workers who
might have been hostile to unions in general wesegly to join a union to solve this
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particular problem. While the representation gajan important tool to analyse the
workplace, workers’ pre-existing attitudes towauntéons is a limited way of looking
at whether, and why, a worker might join a uniohhis is particularly true among
young workers who have less experience of worlof @nions, than older workers.

Although some researchers argue that individualatiitudes are one reason for the
low-level of unionisation amongst young workerserth is still little empirical
evidence for this assertidr{Haynes et al, 2005). For example, Haynes et08l5 2lid
not find support for this in their research of ygumorkers’ attitudes towards work
and unions. Moreover, as Reading is a workplacerevtiee entire non-management
workplace is under 30, it cannot be used to compaeaattitudes of young workers
with older workers. However, the pattern of ungation at Reading does not support
the argument that late modernity and neo-liberanemic policy have destroyed
young people’s capacity to, and interest in, wagkaollectively. That some of the
mechanisms for working collectively, like uniongvie been considerably weakened
does not mean the advantages of working collegtiral’e been eliminated.

A generational-based analysis puts too much emplwasideology and ignores the
material reality of young workers in their firstb® Reading did not pursue
individual bargaining but paid the minimum wageatbcinema workers, and would
not consider any individual increases. Beforeif@nthe union, some workers had
tried to get pay increases at Reading. In one, ¢hselocal manager supported the
claim for an individual worker under the age oftaé®e paid the adult rate, because of
his level of work, but the company would not allbhws increase. The company’s
attitude towards wages was underscored when mamegenisited during
negotiations and told workers that it was Readipgkcy never to pay more than the
legal minimum wage to its cinema workers in anytloé countries in which it
operated. Even if young workers at Reading hadewed in an individualistic
ideology, and individual bargaining, the reality wbrking in a low-paid job in the
service industry would challenge those ideas. viddal bargaining had got Reading
workers nothing above the legal minimums, and mamamnt had made it clear that it
never would. In these circumstances, the onljyoaptopen to workers were to leave
or to work collectively. While Reading did haveryéiigh turn-over, workers were
prepared to try working collectively before theytle Whatever effect neo-liberal
individualism has had on young workers, it has stojpped them recognising the
reality of their working situation. Young workegise as capable as any other workers
of understanding that they have no individual bengg power.

Service Workers

Research in New Zealand, and elsewhere, has cemtyspointed out lower levels of
organisation among service workers than other imgss(Blackwood et al, 2006).
There are many different explanations for this Iolegel of union density, including
the history of the industry and the high level ofntover, but one important
explanation has always been the organisation okw®ervice industries tend to be
made up of workplaces with smaller numbers of wierheer site, where work is part
time and rosters are controlled by managementfalhich presents challenges for
union organisation, particularly when it comes toamenunication. However, it is
important to disaggregate the service industridgile Reading, like most cinemas,
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shares some of the patterns of work with otherisersector workplaces, cinemas
have several structural opportunities that unicars take advantage of. At Reading,
the advantages included specific shifts where latgabers of workers were rostered
on, the pattern of work within shifts, freedom obwement during shifts and the
social nature of the workplace.

Although most of the workers at Reading are pametand management controls the
roster, the problems this creates for unions iggatiéd by the specific busy periods at
a cinema, particularly weekends and school holidaysost all cinema workers will
be required to work over a weekend, and on a FrideBaturday night there might be
as much as forty percent of the workforce rostemed This means that it is easier to
communicate with the majority of workers at onedithan it would be in an industry
where the pattern of work was more evenly spresaltih the week.

Unite was able to take advantage of the period$invia weekend where large
numbers of workers were rostered on because civeonla has quiet periods each
evening. Other service workplaces, like fast-famdlets, are more likely to be
consistently busy for a three or four hour periodtieeir busy nights. This constant
demand makes it hard to organise as it is diffitmltalk to workers. While unions
have rights of access, if a workplace is very busynder-staffed, when one worker
stops work to talk to a union organiser this ptitsss on all the other workers, which
makes it extremely difficult to talk to workers alidhe union. Movie theatres tend to
schedule ‘sessions’ of movies. These periods bellvery busy, with most of the
cinemas having a movie going out and another mgwieg in, but in between these
times, at around five o’clock or around seven a&klin the evening, the cinema is
much quieter. These quieter periods, which arallysused to restock the candy bar,
and for workers to take their meal breaks, maleady for union organisers to talk to
members one-on-one without putting stress on oflw@kers. This means that in
cinemas, unions are able to fully take advantagehaif rights of access and have a
full opportunity to use the one to one recruitmechnique.

As well as having breaks between busy periods, lwihie well suited to union
organising, cinemas workers tend to have some dreedf movement around the
cinema complex during work hours. There are diffiéwork areas within a cinema
complex, and while some are others allow freedormotement. This freedom of
movement means that workers do not feel like theyuader the eye of management
when they talk to a union organiser. In additisenior management at Reading
tended to work a standard Monday to Friday workkyead so would not be at work
during the busier parts of the work week, whenuhi®n organiser was most likely to
approach the site. The person running an individuea of the workplace, such as
the candy bar, usually did not have a managemeéet ras well as removing the
feeling that management may be watching them tatké union, this made it easy for
workers to talk to each other about unions. AtdRe&g one worker came from the
candy bar to talk to the union organiser, aftenfeold to “go join the union” by the
person running the candy bar that night.

The final opportunity cinemas offer for union orgaion is the nature of the
business. Cinemas are social workplaces; workersinemas tend to socialise
together, and build networks between themselvasReading, when the negotiations
broke down, the union was able to utilise thesenfiship networks to ensure that
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every member knew what was happening with the megmis. Delegates created a
‘relationship map’ of different relationships withthe cinema and used friendship
groups to communicate with membé&rsStrong friendship networks provide a base
for solidarity, which is particularly important angreenfield organising site.

The experience of organising at Reading cinemasvshthat not all service
workplaces are the same. Some service workplades, cinemas, have real
advantages in the way the work is done, which unian take use when organising,
as well as challenges that the union will have torkwaround. In greenfield
workplaces, unions match their organising techrsgoehe specific nature of work at
a particular workplace. When studying the servindustry, it is important to
disaggregate the many the workplaces where semack is done, and see that while
they have many differences, they also have manyasitres.

Traditions

Reading cinemas had structural advantages wheamedo building a union, but
these structural advantages did not create a unitre workplace; neither did the 59
workers who had signed union membership formsérfitist weekend. When looking
at young workers and unions, it is not enough tklat why young people join a
union, but we must also examine how young workexome unionists, that is, how
workers come to act collectively. This section wikamine the role of union
traditions in building a culture of collectivity &eading. Unions can sometimes be
seen as too tradition-bound (Fryer, 1985: 75). odniraditions, however far they
have ossified, must have a practical purpose. oftiestime in their history, before
traditions were traditions, they were just waysogjanising. By examining the path
of workers at Reading, from joining the union t&itg industrial action, we can see
the usefulness of union traditions, particularlyhéy are viewed as tools, not set in
stone.

Union meetings were one of the most important wafybuilding a union culture.
Union meetings involve acting collectively becawgerkers attended the meeting
together and talked together. The first union nmggstiat Reading were held over
Valentine’s Day weekend 2004 at an off-site meetowm. The act of walking out of
the workplace on a busy Saturday night and, seeiagagers take their positions,
helped build union consciousness among the workErs. workers with little union
experience, traditional union practices that migaém obvious and routine under
other circumstances are the first piece of colMectiction they take. Over the course
of the negotiations, there were more union meetatd®eading and each helped build
the union culture.

Thus, the example of greenfield workplaces illussahat trade union traditions can
be applied to newly formed work sites. At Readitigg company refused to do pay-
roll deductions of union fees and as this was leefibre Employment Relations
Amendment Act of 2004 came into place, there wasll@ation for employers to
deduct money for union fees. Therefore, the oggamind delegates collected union
fees month-by-month in cash from the majority ofrkeys. New Zealand’s union
access provisions require union organisers tothellemployer the reason they are
entering the workplace. When planning collectivdics; at Reading the union
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organiser could enter the workplace to collect uhen fees, and then also discuss
action with the members. However, because so maagkesrs had no union
experience, the advantages of collecting union feesash were not limited to just
flying under the boss’ radar. Collecting uniondee person helped make the union
real to members, something they were definitely pgrnot just a line of deduction
on their pay-slip.

Negotiations for a collective agreement began oMaly 2004. Union members

rejected two offers from management, and on 24 Aug004, Reading indicated that
they believed bargaining was at an érferom the union’s point of view, the two

outstanding issues were service-pay and youth.rafége break-down of bargaining
meant that the unionisation of the workplace hadiake another step, and workers
had to take collective action. At 8pm on a Fridaghty shortly after the offer was

rejected, every worker put on a sticker that shid Union’. This was a simple step,

but escalating action is an important tool for wsioand is particularly important in

workplaces that do not have a history of industigion. The organising committee
then had to decide the next step. The union’s \aas to do as much economic
damage to the company with as little to cost tokes as possible, but the union
faced considerable challenges. At Reading, the beunof hours management
rostered depended on the number of people attendimges, so any action that
decreased attendance at the cinema would lead deceease in hours for union
members and reduce their income even if they weteon strike. The organising

committee decided to target the candy bar, notitket box. The profit in a cinema

comes from the candy bar, and other sales of fblodbljard, 2005).

On 17 September 2004, Unite held a picket outsigadidtg cinema whereby
members asked cinema goers to boycott the candysmlidarity. Union members

gave away free popcorn to people who stopped astdieand signed the petition or
wore a sticker. The initial picket was well atteddby workers, other unionists, and
even the Brass Razoo Solidarity Band. This pickéta@ed considerable media
attention and Patricia Hetherington, one of thesglales, was interviewed live on
Holmes. These pickets continued for the duratiothefschool holidays, which was
the following two weeks and collected almost 2,8@fhatures. During this time, half
of Reading members attended one or more picket;vtbuld not be considered high
for sites with a history of unionisation, but shawew far workers were prepared to
go, having joined the union less than a year befolidne picket is a traditional form

of union action. The success of the popcorn pgkested in a traditional form of
action, but in a way that fitted the specific neetlthe union at that time.

The popcorn pickets put pressure on management tivio agreed to return to
bargaining. Union members decided to continue asogl their industrial action and
voted unanimously for strike action. Due to thétgra of business within cinemas, a
three-hour strike on a Friday or Saturday night Modio considerable economic
damage to the company at a relatively small coswadkers. This continued the
pattern of using traditional union tools, escalgtaction, and being flexible in order
to do most damage to the company at the leasttoosbrkers. The strike vote put
the union in a strong position to resume negotmstiwith the company.

Negotiations finally recommenced on Friday 29 Oetol2004 with both the
Australian manager and the local manager pres@&hts was the first time that the
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parties had discussed wage rates across the Beleding management made it clear
that they were aware of the strike plans, and watdeavoid that possibility. After
negotiations, a settlement was reached that mairttoa bottom line. The pay scale
for over-18 year olds would start at $9.20 andense in steps up to $9.90 after 15
months. The Collective Employment Agreement betwdaite Union and Reading
Cinemas Limited was signed on 12 November 2004 whth conditions that the
under-18 year olds would be paid at ‘training rafes the first 260 hours they
worked, but after that they would be go onto theltestale. This agreement lasted for
18 months and any minimum wage increases withihtthree were passed on to the
Reading rates (by the time the agreement expiredinmam wage increases had
pushed the top rate up to $11.15). This offer wafied by a clear majority of
Reading workers, and just under a year after tre# Reading worker had joined
Unite, Reading workers gained a collective agreegmen

Conclusion

Why people join a union, and how workers startkimg and acting collectively, are
the two most important questions for greenfieldamiging. A case study of one
workplace cannot give general answers to thesetiqunesbut what it can do is show
possibilities.

At Reading, the nature of the workplace and the ley@p were as important as
anything Unite did in forming union members’ degisito join the union. The

physical nature of the workplace, the pattern ofkwand the pre-existing social
networks all gave distinct advantages to union misgag that may not have been
available in other workplaces. In addition, mamaget practices and pay policy
meant that workers had no illusions about the &ffecess of individual bargaining,

and wanted to change their workplace bargainingvé¥er, there is more to making a
union workplace than just joining on. What happka¢ Reading also shows that
building a union, building collectivity takes marsteps, but it can be done.
Workplace meetings, escalating action, picketskestvotes, even collecting union
fees in person are all traditional union practittest helped build collectivity in this

young workforce who had only just joined the uniddaining a collective agreement
was a great victory for Reading cinemas workersless than a year, they went from
never having joined a union, to voting unanimouslystrike action.

References

Blackwoord, L., Feinberg-Danieli, G., and Lafferi§, (2006). Union and Union
Membership in New Zealand: Annual Review for 200w Zealand Journal of
Employment Relation81(3): 77 — 87

Fryer, B. (1985). Trade Unionsim in Crisis: The klis Strike and Challenge to
Union Democracy. In H. Beynon (ed)igging Deeper: Issues in the Miners’ Strike.
(pp. 69 — 85). London: Verso

Harbridge, R. (ed)Employment Contracts: New Zealand Experiendéellington:
Victoria University Press.

115



New Zealand Journal of Employment Relati@4¢2):108-116

Hanes, P., Vowells, J. and Boxall P. (2005). Expfay the Younger-older Worker
Union Density Gap: Evidence from New Zealagtitish Journal of Industrial
Relations 43(1): 93 - 116

Hubbard, A. (2005, March 6). A Piece of the ActiSunday Star Timep.C3
May, R., Walsh, P., and Otto, C. (2004). Unions &hdon Membership in New

Zealand: Annual Reviews for 200Rew Zealand Journal of Employment Relations
29(3): 83 -96

Notes

! These rates, like much of the material for thi&ckr was obtained from the Reading File at Unite
Union.

259 of the membership forms from Reading are dfxted that first weekend, the organising notes
demonstrate that most workers who talked to annisgaand did not join immediately joined over the
next few weeks.

® These are based on estimates; Unite union didataplete any formal surveys

* There was a large range of reactions, includingcoriceptions about unions. These were
documented in the Organising Notes, Reading CirfgileaUnite Union.

® Haynes et al (2005) discuss these debates in dedad, (pp. 94-95)

® The relationship map made by the delegates Isrstihe Reading Cinema File, Unite Union

" The details of bargaining are complex, and indidleto the subject of this article
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