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As Cliff Bultitude left the dark recesses
of the Nymboida underground coal

mine behind on a bright, hot summer
Friday afternoon, his mind was on a
refreshing shower, a cold beer and the
weekend ahead. However, the bright light
of day that greeted Cliff and his fellow coal
miners at the pit top was clouded by news
that the mine was closing and they were on
a week's notice.

To add insult to injury, the Nymboida coal
miners were told that their employer had no
money to pay them the tens of thousands of
dollars they were owed in severance pay,
annual leave and other entitlements. The
miners were told that their last shift would
finish on Friday February 14, 1975 and after
that they were on their own.

Cliff Bultitude had worked at the

Nymboida mine since 1953. Many of his 30
workmates had spent all or most of their
working lives at Nymboida. The loss of their
jobs would devastate them and their families.

No one knew better than the Nymboida
miners just how bleak their future was. The
mine was on the outskirts of the northern
New South Wales city of Grafton, and
unemployment in the region was among the
highest in Australia. The nearest coal mines
were hundreds of kilometres south.

The miners and their families spent the next
few days absorbing the shock of the loss facing
them - no jobs and all their entitlements
gone up in smoke. They turned to their
union, the Miners Federation, which
advised them to fight.

And fight they did. Underground coal miners
work in the most dangerous industry in the
world. Every year, more than 20,000 coal
miners are killed at work while hundreds of
thousands more are injured. They are hard
and fair men who depend on each other for
survival working in the bowels of the Earth.
The Nymboida mineworkers showed just
how tough and determined they were when
they refused to accept the sack and began a
work-in on the day that the mine was to close.

Community Support
The community and the trade union movement
rallied in support. With public support
behind the Nymboida miners, a series of
negotiations involving the union and the
New South Wales government finally resulted
in ownership of the mine being handed over
to the Miners Federation in return for the
debts owed by the operating company 
being discharged.

The Nymboida miners' victory was heralded
in the media. The Australian headlined it:
'Sacked miners now own the coal mine',
while The Daily Telegraph ran with: 'Union
to run the mine'.

Although expressing a different emphasis,
both headlines were right. The mine was
run by the union and the workers through a
company, Union Coal Mining Pty Ltd, for
the next four and a half years, with all
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which feared that not only would the union
have a valuable insight into the business of
running a mine and selling coal, but it
might use profits from its involvement to
store up a war chest to finance industrial
campaigns against the employers.

From the outset, though, the union made it
clear that, whatever earnings it would accrue
in the future from United, they would not
go into union coffers. Rather, the money
would be channelled into a trust fund for
the benefit of mineworkers' families and
communities.

New Jobs
When the Miners Federation went into this
project, it was venturing into new territory
for any union in Australia. The union got
involved for three main reasons. The first
was to promote employment opportunities.
In 1991, United was the first underground
mine developed in New South Wales in
more than a decade, creating more than 200
new permanent mining jobs and 500 more in
the community.

Second, the involvement in United presented
the union with a unique insight into the
operation of Australia's coal industry.
Miners Union representatives still chair and
sit on the United Collieries Board of
Directors. The union became much more
aware of the economic circumstances and
marketplace complexities in which 
companies operate.

And third, the union aimed to generate
funds to assist mineworkers, their families
and communities.

In 1991, the Mineworkers Trust Fund was
established with four union representatives
and one New South Wales government

appointee as trustees. Since then, the Trust
has channelled the millions of dollars that
the union earns from its ownership of the
United lease back into the community.

The Trust provides annual tertiary scholarships
as well as millions in funds to community
organisations and projects. This has benefited
hospitals, high schools, youth and sporting
groups, emergency services, cultural and 
historical projects. Community welfare
groups have also been beneficiaries, as have
support groups for sick and disabled children.

These community dividends would not have
been possible without the actions of that
small group of Nymboida underground
coalminers who had the guts in 1975 to take
a stand and fight for their jobs and entitlements. 

And neither would this remarkable success
story have been possible without those
union officials who had the courage and
commitment to fight for the survival of the
Nymboida Colliery and the vision to pioneer
the development of United Collieries.

Paddy Gorman
Editor Common Cause
national magazine of the CFMEU Mining
and Energy Division

Useful Websites
http://www.newint.org/issue117/miners.htm
http://workers.labor.net.au/fea-
tures/200409/c_historicalfeature_miners.ht
ml
http://www.cfmeu.asn.au/mining-energy/

THE UNION STORY

employees retaining their jobs. The directors
of the company were Miners Federation
National and Northern District officials and
the then Nymboida lodge secretary. The
Nymboida Committee of Management was
made up of rank and file mineworkers at the
pit.

The mine the workers ran finally closed in
August 1979, when its coal reserves were
exhausted. By then, in its four and a half
years as a Miners Union operation,
Nymboida workers had received over $1.25
million in gross wages - money which, if it
had not been for the work-ins and
takeover, would have been lost to the
mineworkers and their 
families, and to the Grafton community. In
addition, all the Nymboida mineworkers
received their full benefits when the mine
closed, including five who had retired during
the years of the Miners Federation's operation.

Nymboida proved that a trade union could
profitably operate a mine where a private
company failed.

A New Beginning
This was a lesson not lost on the then New
South Wales Wran Labor government,
which responded in October 1979 by 
granting the Miners Federation a replacement
mining lease in the rich Upper Hunter
Valley region of New South Wales.

Thus from the ashes of Nymboida rose the
exciting new initiative of United Collieries, a
new joint venture involving the Miners
Federation as the lease owner and a number
of big mining companies who provided the
finance for the development of the mine.

However, there was fierce opposition within
business and conservative political circles,
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Reference to Syllabuses:
Work Education 7-10.
Core Part 1  Preparing Futures Option 7 Workplace Environments pp 41-42
Introduction to Workplace Safety pp. 23-24 Option 8 Contemporary Workplace Issues pp.47-48
Core Part 2  Working Communities Life Skills LS.1 p58  LS.2 p.58
Workplace Rights & Responsibilities pp.26-27 Commerce 7-10
Partnerships in the Community pp.31-32 Core Part 2.2 Employments Issues pp. 24-25
Option 2 Workplace Safety  pp. 35-36 Option 10 Community Participation pp. 44-45
Option 3 Life Transitions pp. 37-38 Option 11 Running a Business pp.46-47
Option 5  Learning about the Workplace pp.41-42    

Background Information:
You may wish to research the following terms to help your understanding of the article:
Severance Pay        Underground Mining         Work-In      Lock - Out
Rank and File Mineworkers                Trust Fund.

Useful Websites
www.twu.com.au/ohs.html        www.betterhealth.vic.gov.au     www.nohsc.gov.au     www.farmsafe.org.au  

Issues raised in the Article:
1. The article tells us that "Underground coal miners work in the most dangerous industry in the world"

� List the dangers that would confront the coal miner working underground. (You may  wish to categorise these 
dangers under the headings: Physical Dangers, Environmental Dangers, Chemical Dangers etc.

� How have workers and their unions worked to minimise these dangers?
� Other industries such as the Building Industry, Agriculture, Heavy Industries and Chemical Industries expose 

their workers to risks. As you have done above list and categorise these risks and discover the steps taken to 
lessen the risks for workers.

2. Comment on the difference in the way The Australian and The Daily Telegraph chose to headline the story of the 
Nymboida Coal Miners. Which headline do you think would elicit more acceptance from the public?  Why? 

3. Why were the big mining companies against the idea of the miners and their unions being in charge of the mine?
4. What does the article say were the reasons that the Miners Federation  gave for running the mine with the workers? How

did they use the profits from the mine? How did the community in which the miners worked benefit from the workers 
running the mine?

5. How do big companies use the profits from their mines?
6. For most people going to work is an integral part of their adult life. What  reasons beyond the need for money to feed, 

clothe and educate yourself or your family  could there be for going to work?
7. Miners are very skilled workers but are often thrown out of work when a company decides to shut down a mining 

operation. What factors may prevent these miners from simply moving to another pit? What entitlements might be at 
risk if the miner is suddenly made redundant?

STUDENT ACTIVITY SHEET
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