
International Workers' Memorial Day 28 April 2020 

We’re pausing today as we do annually in global solidarity across the union movement to 

remember the dead and reflect on our fight for the living. 

There are perils in all workplaces.  In this year of coronavirus, we have a common threat 

that spans industries and occupations.  The threat can only be met by expression of the 

values that unions live by daily – a communal response, a focus on safety, respect for those 

speaking up on safety issues and solidarity in standing together to demand systems, laws 

and processes that protect us and our fellow workers. 

I’m speaking to you as a representative of the Health Services Union, but we understand 

that this pandemic has put all workers on the frontline.  As wonderful as our Health sector 

employees are, so too are the shop assistants, cleaners, teachers, child and aged care 

workers, police, prison officers and those in food, transport, distribution and manufacturing 

workplaces.  We are all critical to the Australian coronavirus fight as are those in agriculture, 

higher education, the cultural, construction and mining industries in maintaining the health 

and functioning of our society. 

Health workers have historically lower rates of workplace deaths compared to other 

industries but very high rates of workplace injuries.  Coronavirus has the potential be deadly 

for those working in Health.  Recent statistics from the UK reveal 106 deaths in health care 

workers to 22 April.  Affected in order of frequency were nurses, support workers, doctors, 

and workers in administration / managerial roles, paramedics / transport staff, porters, 

housekeepers / cleaners, midwives, other allied health professionals, a dentist, a 

pharmacist, a radiographer and a receptionist. 

The numbers of Australian workers who contracted COVID-19 in the workplace are not yet 

available.  Victoria reported 165 healthcare workers had been infected as at 26 April though 

it is not clear how many contracted the virus in the workplace. 

Despite an apparent low level of community transmission and a welcome flattening of the 

curve, infection in health workplaces is still clearly of concern until vaccines and effective 

treatments are found. 



Health workers need the backing of strong legislation and regulations to protect us in the 

workplace.  We need agencies such as WorkSafe to be active in protecting the lives of health 

workers through a pandemic.  We and our families need protections such as access to 

workers compensation if we contract COVID-19 in the workplace.  This is a time to defend 

and develop appropriate workplace protections and ensure justice for all health workers. 

The impact of coronavirus goes beyond infection – it has a disproportionate impact on 

people in insecure work, for those who fall between the gaps with the Job Keeper scheme 

(such as those in the cultural industry), and on women with both work and home or family 

caring responsibilities.  Mental health impacts are significant workplace risks. 

Coronavirus has disrupted all aspects of our community and family lives.  We do however 

also have keep our focus on the industries that sadly have been and continue to be the 

biggest contributors to workplace deaths – the agriculture, foresty and fishing, transport, 

postal and warehousing, construction, manufacturing and mining sectors are in the 

unenviable leaderboard for deaths at work. 

Some workplace deaths are high profile and evoke a strong community response – I’m 

thinking here of the recent loss of four Victorian Police officers, but every person who is 

killed at work is a tragedy for the family left behind and their colleagues. 

We don’t need workplace heroes who triumph against the odds – we need quality, safe 

work and workplaces so that every worker returns to their family at the end of the day, 

uninjured and whole. 

Today we remember the dead, we acknowledge in particular the challenges all workers face 

with coronavirus, and we commit to continuing the fight for the living. 
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