
The recent disruptions at DP World’s 
port terminals in Sydney, Melbourne, 
Brisbane, and Fremantle have raised 

concerns about potential consequences such 
as inflation and increased interest rates. The 
dispute primarily revolves around pay, with 
the Maritime Union of Australia seeking a 16% 
pay rise over two years for its 1,500 workers as 
well as a request for backpay.

The Fair Work Commission recently ruled 
in favour of workers, allowing them to halt 
operations at DP World terminals in Sydney, 
Brisbane, and Fremantle. The union initially 
planned longer delays and bans, but some 
measures were withdrawn on Monday to 
avoid lockouts by DP World. Despite the 
adjustments, lower-level stoppages, including 
two-hour work pauses, are still planned. 

The economic implications of this conflict 
extend beyond the shipping industry. 
Major businesses involved in importing 
and exporting could be severely affected, 
potentially leading to increased prices for 
goods and a resurgence of inflation, a critical 
concern for the Reserve Bank. Economist 
Chris Richardson emphasises the need to keep 
inflation in check and minimise disruptions to 
the supply side. 

DP World claims that the dispute is costing 
the nation more than $84 million weekly, 
equivalent to 0.17% of Australia’s weekly gross 
product. However, conflicting figures have 
been presented, with DP World citing a daily 
cost of $34 million due to lost productivity. 
The continuous disruptions are causing a 

backlog of more than 50,000 containers at 
Australian ports, impacting delivery times and 
potentially leading to shortages and higher 
prices for various goods. 

Beyond the immediate economic 
repercussions, there are concerns about the 
potential spoilage of goods within containers, 
leading to additional costs and delays. Fresh 
produce logistics groups, such as A.S. Barr 
Imports, highlight the challenges they face as 
fruits and vegetables perish in containers at 
docks across the country. 

An added layer of complexity arises from 
debates about port access fees, with calls 
for national regulation. DP World’s recent fee 
increases have sparked discussions about 
whether the federal government should 
control prices charged by stevedores. The 
Australian Competition and Consumer 
Commission (ACCC) has previously expressed 
the need for greater regulatory oversight of 
container ports, highlighting the monopolistic 
nature of the industry and the potential for 
abuse of market power. 

The ongoing disruptions prompted Industrial 
Relations Minister, Tony Burke, to personally 
engage with DP World’s representatives. 
The economic threat posed by the dispute, 
combined with the current cost-of-living crisis 
affecting Australian families, has elevated the 
importance of resolving the conflict promptly. 

Following the meeting, Tony Burke, accused 
DP World of engaging in bad faith during a 
pay dispute with the Maritime Union and ruled 
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out using ministerial powers to intervene in 
the conflict. Burke criticised DP World for 
conducting a “media campaign” instead of 
earnestly negotiating an agreement before 
the Fair Work Commission, contrasting it 
with the practices of other businesses in 
Australia. He noted that if the company had 
invested as much effort into negotiating as it 
had into media efforts, an agreement might 
have already been reached. Burke accused 
DP World of relying on a media strategy 
with the misguided hope of pressuring 
him to intervene using ministerial powers, 
which have never been deployed before. 
He stressed the importance of negotiations 
and urged the company to engage in the 
process. “Every other business in Australia is 
expected to negotiate with their workforce, 
but this business wants to rely on ministerial 
intervention. (That) is not a view that 
impresses me. Everybody needs to give a bit. 
That’s how you get to agreements… and I have 
no doubt that that is possible and available for 
(DP World) now.” he said.

While Burke acknowledged there was a cost 
to consumers, he noted that his department’s 
advice did not suggest a significant impact. 
However, he highlighted the government’s 
desire to see an agreement reached swiftly.

Additionally, Burke launched a personal attack 
on DP World’s Oceania vice president, Nicolaj 
Noes, questioning the company’s commitment 
to Australian consumers. “I have trouble 
believing that DP World has the interests 
of Australian consumers at heart when it is 
being run by the same person who previously 

(at Svitzer), he made the announcement 
that he was effectively going to shut down 
every single major port in Australia,” Mr 
Burke said, referring to a 2022 industrial 
dispute. Noes responded, stating that DP 
World seeks government intervention due 
to the severe economic impact of customer 
frustration and a substantial backlog of 
containers. The company is committed to 
the Fair Work Commission process to find a 
fair and sustainable resolution to address the 
consequences of the industrial action.

However, Shadow Workplace Relations 
Minister, Michaelia Cash, condemned Burke 
for not acknowledging the economic damage 
caused by the dispute and urged him to 
intervene for the benefit of the country.

As the dispute unfolds, questions persist 
about the role of the federal government, the 
potential impact on the economy, and the 
necessity of regulating container port fees 
to ensure fair practices and prevent market 
abuse. The resolution of this conflict will likely 
have far-reaching implications for various 
sectors of the Australian economy.
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