
It has been weeks since the “Building Bad” media 
hitjob launched against the CFMEU’s construction 
division. The Labor government, with the backing 
of the ACTU, is moving to put the union into exter-
nal administration. A state-appointed administrator, to 
be in place for years, will be empowered to sack all 
elected officials and to seize union assets at will. New 
and existing CFMEU EBAs are now subject to a Fair 
Work monitored “special process.” This is the culmi-
nation of years of attacks from Royal Commissions to 
the ABCC—threatening not just legal action against a 
few union officials but a hostile takeover of the union 
itself. A CFMEU “under administration” would send a 
chilling message that any union sticking their neck out 
could be subjected to a similar fate. This is an outrage! 
The attack on the CFMEU is an attack on the entire 
working class and must be defeated—which can only 
be achieved through class-struggle action against the 
Labor government.

What has the CFMEU leadership done instead? Vic-
torian Secretary John Setka jumped ship, resigning 
immediately. The sharpest response has been from 
Queensland Secretary Michael Ravbar who rebuked 
Albanese and other “ladder-climbing politicians in the 
halls of power,” declaring “We will defend each other 
to the ends of the earth.” Fine words! But the only line 
of “defence” that the CFMEU leadership has had to 
offer is National Secretary Zach Smith’s attempt to pla-
cate Labor by taking over the Victorian branch in the 
name of cleaning out “criminal” elements. This course 
is leading the union to disaster!

It is no secret that the moves against the CFMEU have 
nothing to do with “stamping out corruption” in the con-
struction industry (developer corruption will continue in 
spades) but are about crushing a “problem union” which 
has been able to extract higher wages and better condi-
tions by regularly defying the bosses’ anti-strike laws. 

The attack on the CFMEU is an attempt by the bosses to 
gut the union, an effort to cut the “costs of doing busi-
ness” in increasingly uncertain times. Neither the bosses 
nor their Labor government are going to be satiated by 
anything less than that.

Zach Smith’s “investigation” attempts to sidestep a 
real fight against the government takeover while acced-
ing to the ruling class’s casus belli. The CFMEU tops 
hope to appease the Labor government (which could 
only succeed if Smith completely guts the union him-
self) or at best to rely on challenges in the bosses’ courts 
(the same ones that have buried the union in tens of 
millions of dollars in fines for years). The government 
has already responded to the latter option, promising 
new laws to frustrate any potential legal challenge from 
the CFMEU. The union tops’ strategy paralyses the 
CFMEU just when a struggle is so desperately needed.

In fact, the CFMEU leadership’s strategy of wheel-
ing and dealing has even led them to oppose public 
demonstrations of opposition. A recent statement by 
the Victorian Building Industry Group of Unions (BIG, 
composed of CFMEU, AMWU, ETU and the plumb-
ers union) denounced a subsequently canned 5 August 
demonstration in defence of the CFMEU, demanding 
members not attend. Even the most elementary expres-
sions of defence are stymied in fear of alienating the 
Labor government and ACTU. Instead, BIG promises 
that “in due course there will be a joint delegates meet-
ing to discuss the next steps forward.”

By dragging their feet and dangling a fight at some 
undefined future, the CFMEU leadership keep mem-
bers waiting…waiting…waiting…preventing any ac
tion that would hurt the weak Labor government which 
they are so attached to. At the end of the day, the 
CFMEU leadership’s strategy is to support and influ-
ence the Labor Party in an effort to “make capitalism 
work” for its membership. Today, this ties the workers 
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movement to Albanese just as he is bringing down the 
hammer.

To try and prevent a fightback, the ruling class has 
attempted to use working-class frustrations as a batter-
ing ram against the supposedly “privileged CFMEU.” 
“Thuggery,” “corruption,” etc. paint a tall tale of 
CFMEU membership living lavish lifestyles funded by 
gangsterism and backroom deals at the expense of the 
taxpayer. But soaring costs of living, the housing crisis, 
the lack of decent jobs, are the product of a decaying 
social order which the Labor government defends and 
administers for. CFMEU officials convey the impression 
the union is isolated. But waging the struggle as a fight 
for all working people against the hated Labor govern-
ment is the only way to rally broader sections of the 
working class to the CFMEU’s side and repel this attack, 
putting the ruling class on the back foot and opening the 
door to a broader fightback.

The entire working class has a vested interest in 
defending the CFMEU from this attack. A gutted 
CFMEU would mean ETU, MUA, any union showing 
hints of combativity in the face of worsening living con-
ditions would now be under threat. The bosses would 
only have a freer hand to tighten the screws on the whole 
working class.

Fight back now!

Today the workers movement is at a crossroads. We 
say: act before it’s too late! The Labor government is 

putting in place machinery to implement the takeover. 
These moves can only be defeated by mobilising the 
immense social power of the working class against the 
bosses. BIG has declared that there will be joint dele-
gates’ meetings “in due course.” Construction workers 
must demand their officials put their money where their 
mouth is and fight to organise meetings immediately, 
both within and across unions, for the defence of the 
CFMEU. Over the past few weeks, there have been 
scores of CFMEU site meetings in Sydney voting on 
their EBAs. Picketing workers on the Cross River Rail 
project in Brisbane are fighting rotten conditions for a 
better EBA themselves. But the fate of all EBAs and the 
whole union is on the line right now—these meetings 
and pickets need to be turned into a platform to organise 
a defence of the CFMEU against the takeover.

We propose that all CFMEU and construction union 
members, and workers more broadly, fight for the fol-
lowing motion in their union meetings:

The Labor government’s move to take over the 
CFMEU is an attack on our union and a threat to 
the union movement as a whole. We need to fight 
back. To defend the CFMEU we must effectively 
mobilise unions for a common struggle against the 
Labor government. The union must send delegated 
members to fight for this perspective by fraternising 
with workers of other unions in order to forge the 
broadest class-struggle defence possible.

Make real the CFMEU slogan “touch one, touch all”!
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The following is the main document of 
the 2024 SL/A and B- L Fusion Confer-
ence. It has been edited and expanded for 
publication.

The years coming out of the pandemic 
have marked a turning point for the liberal 
world order. The world economy is strain-
ing and the American Empire’s decline 
has become increasingly pronounced. The 
U.S. ruling class is scrambling to maintain 
its hegemony, but in doing so has only fur-
ther exposed its back. Today, in the face 
of emerging challengers from Russia to 
China, the world order is teetering. In turn, 
American imperialism holds ever tighter to 
its decaying position—escalating confron-
tation with its enemies while squeezing its 
allies for all they are worth.

The war in Ukraine represents the most 
open act of defiance to the U.S. thus far 
by Russia, which has been perennially 
frustrated by NATO’s eastward expansion. 
Defending its world order has led to increas-
ing strain on the U.S. and even more so on 
its imperialist allies in Europe, who have 
disproportionately shouldered the cost. In 
the Middle East, the U.S. is backing Israel’s 

onslaught to the hilt as part of its strategy 
to maintain the little Zionist enclave which 
keeps the region under American auspices.

And then there is China, a significant 
non- capitalist counterweight increasingly 
brushing up against U.S. hegemony, in 
spite of the treacherous and conciliatory 
Communist Party of China (CPC) pro-
gram. The imperialists’ belief that inter-
nal counterrevolution would closely follow 
economic liberalisation has long since 
eroded. While U.S.- China tensions are 
currently at an ebb, this merely reflects the 
U.S. being stretched too thin defending its 
hegemony from Ukraine to Israel—a short 
term pit stop in the drive to war.

This has put the Australian ruling class 
in an increasingly difficult position. By 
itself a pitiful power, Australia’s place in 
the sun has always relied on playing hench-
man to the dominant empire. This has been 
the defining feature of capitalist Australia 

since its days as a British penal colony. 
And in the post- Soviet period, this has paid 
off handsomely.

In the wake of the collapse of the Soviet 
Union, the Australian ruling class worked 
hard to foster economic liberalisation 
throughout Asia under U.S. hegemony. The 
integration of China into the world economy, 
predicated on the false belief that it would 
soon collapse into the liberal fold, enabled 
the meteoric growth of Chinese industry 
demanding increasing mineral imports. 
This created a boom for the mining indus-
try that it seemed would never stop, ena-
bling Australia to weather the storm of the 
Global Financial Crisis. All this reinforced 
the illusion that Australia was somehow 
fundamentally more stable than the other 
deindustrialised western powers.

While liberal ideologues chalk this up 
to an innate ability to keep troubled seas 
away from Australian shores through “com-

mon sense” policy- making and the larrikin 
spirit, the truth is that they were simply 
lucky enough to have a massive state- driven 
economy next door hungry for resources. As 
long as their big brother remained ascendant 
and China continued to grow, the Austral-
ian ruling class could coast along with few 
economic or political troubles. But in this 
lies the fundamental contradiction behind 
Australia’s stability, the Achilles heel of 
the strategy of the Australian ruling class. 
The stronger China got, the more Australia 
benefited economically, the more China 
undermined the global political condition 
which allowed Australia’s ruling class to 
sail smoothly—U.S. hegemony.

The conditions that once promised sta-
bility now guarantee crisis. Today it is 
clear that the luck is running out, the U.S.- 
led world order is beginning to tear at the 
seams. As Washington has inflamed ten-
sions against China, the Australian ruling 
class have been rabid in their support for 
such moves. Most notably this has been 
expressed through AUKUS, which will 
cost hundreds of billions of dollars. Con-
flict with their biggest trading partner is 
nothing short of economic kamikaze.

Nevertheless, Australian capitalism rec-
ognises that it has no other options. Aus-
tralia’s place in the world order depends 
on being a junior link in American impe-
rialism’s chain of operations. The ruling 
class’s predicament is not its integration 
with the U.S. world order but that this order 
is increasingly threatened. This is why 
Australia has been so rabid in its auxiliary 
role to American machinations, not just 
in “our backyard” but anywhere that U.S. 
hegemony is under threat–from Ukraine to 
Israel. As the hegemony they’ve relied on 
crumbles beneath their feet there are few 
options other than to desperately clamour 
to prop it up, to fight until the bitter end.

While war against China would cost 
Australia their biggest trading partner, and 
much more, American victory is seen as the 
only hope for a new lease on life for world 
imperialism—viewed by imperialists as 
the deus ex machina for the U.S. hegemony 
which Australia is completely hitched to. 
All liberal whingeing for Australian capi-
talism to “change course” amounts to little 

In March, the Spartacist League of Aus-
tralia (SL/A) and Bolshevik- Leninist (B- L) 
held a joint Fusion Conference with the 
purpose of forging a revolutionary nucleus 
in Australia. The fusion and documents 
resulting from it are the consummation of 
months of joint political work and repre-
sent a refounding of the SL/A, Australian 

section of the International Communist 
League (Fourth Internationalist). This pro-
cess was a continuation of the struggle to 
re- arm the ICL and speaks to the program-
matic vitality of our renewed tendency.

The struggle to forge a fighting Aus-
tralian section was kickstarted by a visit 
by leading international cadre prior to the 

ICL’s Eighth International Conference (see 
Spartacist No. 68). This visit was part of 
the fight to revive the SL/A, which had 
politically collapsed along with the rest of 
the ICL in 2020. Visiting comrades initi-
ated discussions with B- L which resulted 
in the latter’s invitation to the International 
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Left: U.S. warships, South China Sea. Right: Anti-lockdown protesters shut 
Melbourne’s West Gate Bridge, September 2021. Centre: Outside 2023 ALP 
National Conference, Spartacists intervene as cracks in liberal order deepen.
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