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Will Workplace Relations become Artificially Intelligent? 
 
 

We could speak on this for hours - but between the four of us, Lucy, Jason, Heidi and 

me - we can at least cover off on some of the major impacts over the next hour or so 

from our different perspectives.  

 

Firstly, it’s great to join you all on the lands of the Yuggera and Turrbal people. I know 

many of you have travelled from across the country, crossing many different First 

Nations communities, lands and waterways. 

 

So where to start? 

 

As you can imagine, as the union bloke on this panel, I want to share some thoughts 

on how AI is impacting workers – and what safeguards are needed to ensure that AI is 

used safely and fairly at work. 

 

Let’s start by dispelling some myths: workers and their unions are not anti AI. In fact, 

we’re positive about AI that can genuinely help at work.  

 

But at the same time, there are serious concerns about how some large corporations 

are looking to use AI to undermine rights and conditions and threaten job losses. 

 

It’s almost Halloween, so more about some of those real-life horror stories later.     

 

As my Bio states, I am the federal secretary of the IEU. And I think the influence of AI 

in schools and education provides a good example of the different ways AI can impact 

the workplace. 

 

Our union, along with and many others here, has been working with the ACTU on a 

national approach to AI at work. And I would like to credit ACTU Assistant Secretary 

Joseph Mitchell for simplifying how we can group the various ‘use cases’ of AI into 

three bundles.  

 

AI is showing up at work in three broad ways: 

 

1. Firstly - AI as a work tool for automation or augmentation.  

 

In schools, this impact includes new AI education programs used to automate some 

school admin tasks or generate lesson ideas and materials within pre-programmed 

curriculum parameters. 
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Are there any teachers in the room, remember one of the worst tasks in schools – 

filling casual teacher vacancies and cover lessons at the start of the school day, while 

juggling hundreds of timetable variations? Well AI can now do this in seconds (to the 

great relief of overworked Deputy Principals across the nation).  

 

2. The second area of AI use at work: AI as a tool of management. 

 

This is an area where worker skepticism is really high.  

 

And with good reason.  

 

Automated rostering, invasive surveillance, performance monitoring, and even AI-led 

hiring or disciplinary actions have already sparked disputes and union action.  

 

These can seriously undermine trust between workers and management. 

 

3. And the final impact – technology that, while not implemented by 

management or workers, changes the nature of work. 

 

Even when not introduced by management, AI can disrupt jobs.  

 

In education for example, students using AI to write assignments has forced teachers 

to redesign their entire assessment programs – say goodbye to take-home essays. 

They are being replaced by even more exams, oral presentations, and mixed-

assessment models to ensure the academic integrity of student work.   

 

And sadly, AI is being misused to harm and harass.  

 

We recently had a female high school teacher, here in QLD, forced from her job after 

students created explicit deepfake images of her on a fake OnlyFans account. Which 

they then circulated around the school and to her employer.  

 

You’ve probably read about other similar cases of disgusting deepfake harassment of 

girls and female teachers. It’s happening across the country and in every school 

sector. 

  

AI’s impacts are serious and complex. 
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So, what exactly are unions proposing?  

 

Well, workers want AI that helps us, not replaces, us.  

 

Here’s a surprise - employees won’t embrace new tech their job security is at risk. 

Good employers understand this, and are working in collaboration with their staff on 

AI.  

 

On a national level, unions are proposing two sensible responses:  

 

Firstly – Employers should develop AI Implementation Agreements with 

employees before introducing AI. These agreements should cover job security, skills 

development, AI literacy, privacy and data handling. 

 

Secondly – we need a dedicated AI Act backed by an AI Regulator to prevent bad-

faith or exploitative use of AI. This will protect workers and the good employers who 

are trying to do the right thing.  

 

Specific AI regulations are needed to deal with the complexity of the new technology 

and ensure national compliance.  

 

So, what’s the case for these new worker protections. 

 

Well, let’s look at the example of employee training – there is a massive skills deficit 

right now in most workplaces around AI. 

 

Are employees at your workplace using AI? Hands up. Well, even if you think they 

aren’t, they probably are.  

 

It’s called the ‘secret cyborg trend’ where up to 60% of workers are using AI – often 

without their employer knowing.  
 

Why is there this trust gap with management?  
 

Because most Australian workplaces still don’t have an AI Policy in place.  
 

76% of the workforce haven’t had any training on the responsible use of AI. 

 

This a failure in leadership: 
 

- A leadership failure to communicate expectations  

- A leadership failure to consult and develop guidelines; and a  

- A leadership failure to provide the right AI tools  
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I have a few more minutes so I want to finish with a few other quick case studies as to 

why we need greater AI safeguards. 
 

Who here would welcome an AI program tracking their daily work movements? Timing 

and monitoring your toilet breaks? Key stroke monitoring and logging all of your 

screen activity?  
 

How about AI-powered facial recognition that monitors you and your colleagues? That 

scans your face at the workplace entry, and cameras then monitor your movements 

and interactions with others for the rest of the day?  
 

We’ve seen plans to implement automated disciplinary action against workers with no 

human oversight …(the HR managers in the room might be a bit worried about their 

own job security with that one..)   
 

If you would like more examples – speak to my comrades here from the Finance 

Sector Union, from MEAA, the SDA, UWU, TWU, Professionals Australia. There are too 

many frightening case studies to mention this afternoon.   
 

As I said, unions and our members are not ‘anti-tech’, we simply want safeguards for 

what we are told is the fastest growing technology in history. 
 

Employers, regulators, workers and governments – we’ve all been scrambling to deal 

with LLMs and Generative AI. But the next wave is already here ‘Agentic AI’ – new 

systems that don’t just generate outputs, but make autonomous decisions without 

any direct human intervention.  
 

This is why updated laws and protections are essential.  
 

It’s no wonder that in a national survey last month, 86% of Australians said they want 

clear laws to regulate how AI is developed and used.  
 

We need a workplace relations system that can keep up.  

 

- Workers need to be trained on AI 

- Workers need to be listened to on AI 

- Workers must be partners on AI  

 

This is how we bring out the best in this new technology.  

 

Workers can help shape AI - provided that fairness and decency are not sacrificed at 

the corporate boardroom.  

 

   


