


LOGLINE
WHEN WOMEN ARE DENIED
WORK AT THE LOCAL
STEELWORKS, THEY BAND
TOGETHER AND LAUNCH A
14-YEAR BATTLE AGAINST
AUSTRALIA’S BIGGEST
COMPANY.

S Y N O P S I S

Wollongong, 1980: After being told
“there’s no jobs for women” at the local
steelworks, a group of Australian and
migrant women begin a campaign
against BHP – Australia’s most powerful
company. Their political and legal battle
for the right to work changed the rules
forever.

Here they tell their personal stories for
the first time. It's an exciting true story
about how a group of seemingly
ordinary women were determined to
overcome a giant. 

“A story of perseverance

and comradeship told with

emotion and humour.”
Film Ink

“A fist-bumping, fired-up

feminist treat.”
TimeOut



It’s 1980 and employment for working-
class women in Wollongong is scarce.
There’s work sewing for piecemeal
rates in backyard sweatshops, but it’s
dangerous and not covered by the
union. Some women trek to Sydney to
work in factories, leaving before dawn
and coming home after dark.

BHP is the city’s largest employer. But
they flat out refuse to hire women at
their steelworks. Fed up, a group of
women decide to take them on.
Inspired by the fierce union and
feminist movements of the time, they
launch a political campaign calling for
“Jobs for Women”. 

Soon word gets out and they are
joined by hundreds of migrant women,
who face discrimination of their own.

Their tactics include street protests, a
tent embassy, and building alliances
with friendly unions. New anti-
discrimination laws seem promising,
but they have not yet been tested in
court. So the women launch a legal
battle and take BHP – Australia’s
richest and most powerful company –
to the highest court in the country. 

But it isn’t easy. While the company
has bottomless pockets for its legal
defence, the women struggle to
access the most basic legal aid. Yet
the movement grows. 

The Women of Steel documentary film
shows how solidarity can not only
overcome the biggest hurdles, but can
change the world.

LONG SYNOPSIS



Robynne Murphy, hot strip mill operator, BHP--AI&S
Port Kembla

Robynne Murphy had been
among the first intake at the
Australian Film & Television
School. Her short documentary
Bellbrook was selected for the
Sydney Film Festival in 1974.
But as her colleagues went on
to make feature films, Robynne
started making steel. 

A lifelong activist, she became a
leader of the 1984 -1990 Jobs
for Women campaign at the
BHP-AI&S steelworks and,
ultimately, a career steel
worker. Among her positions at
AI&S were welder, crane chaser,
crane driver and operator of
the hot strip mill. She also
served as union delegate.

Forty years after Bellbrook ,
Robynne has embarked on her
next film, WOMEN OF STEEL, an
exciting personal documentary
about the landmark Jobs for
Women campaign and the
hundreds of women who dared
to confront discrimination at
BHP.

ABOUT THE DIRECTOR

“The Jobs for Women campaign
is well worth celebrating, and

this fine documentary does that
very well indeed.” 

Julie Rigg, Inside Story



M A K I N G  T H E  F I L M

Career steelworker Robynne Murphy
has known for a long time she needed
to tell the story of the remarkable Jobs
for Women campaign she’d been
involved in forty years previously.

Despite laying the foundation for
Australia's anti-discrimination laws,
most people have never heard  about
this landmark case 

In 2008, Robynne picked up her home
video camera and started filming by
herself – painstakingly tracking down
the women from the campaign, and
collecting old photographs and home
movies. 

Migrant women 

Robynne's involvement as both
campaigner and  filmmaker gives the
film a unique perspective. She
interviewed 11 fellow participants for
the film. These were mostly migrant
women from Eastern Europe and South
America.

They recall their first impressions of
Wollongong in the 1970s, and the
reasons they were so determined to
join the campaign and fight BHP.

Unique funding model

The filmmakers took a different
approach to funding the film. Instead of
applying to traditional funding bodies,
they launched a crowdfunding
campaign. They received donations
from nearly 500 individuals and
organisations, which enabled the film to
be made.

A vital source of support were the
unions who had been involved with the
original campaign, who agreed to give
support through donations and
publicity. 

In recognition of their support, the film
premiered at the ACTU national
conference in November 2020.



DIRECTOR'S STATEMENT

When I left the steelworks after thirty
years as a steelworker, I picked up my
home video camera and began
recording the stories of the
migrant/working-class women with
whom I had campaigned and worked. 

At that time, I had little understanding
of the potential impact of these
informal conversations. I soon realised
that the natural strength and humour
of these women were made for a
documentary and that such a film
would be one of the best ways of
bringing our little-known campaign
alive and ensuring that it takes its
place within Australian history. 

Progressively, the more I worked on
the film with our editor, the better I
understood that bringing the collective
voices and experiences of those
involved in the campaign to viewers in
a direct way — without preaching —

could also reveal the strategies which
led to our victory. In this way, Women
of Steel might inspire others who face
some of the big problems which
confront us today.

The Women of Steel 'stars' are not
politicians nor celebrities nor
figureheads of any kind - but working-
class women who, through tireless
grassroots struggle and by gathering
support and building alliances, stood
up to a seemingly unbeatable foe, BHP
(Broken Hill Pty Ltd.).

- Robynne Murphy



AWARDS AND 

NOMINATIONS

Winner - History Council of NSW
Applied History Award.

Screened at the Sydney Film Festival
2020 - Finalist Documentary Australia
Foundation Award Best Australian
Documentary

ATOM Award 2020 finalist: Best
Documentary - History

ATOM Award 2020 finalist: Best
Documentary - Social & Political Issues

MEDIA 

CONTACTS

Director: 
Robynne Murphy
robynnemurphy@gmail.com
+61 416 186 464

Australian and International
screenings 
Fan Force
https://fan-force.com 

Australian Publicist:
Darren Saffin
+61 411 089 209
progressivepr.com.au

Website: 
womenofsteelfilm.com

Social media:
https://www.facebook.com/WomenOf
SteelFilm
https://twitter.com/WomenofSteeldoc

Runtime: 56 mins
Colour: Colour / Black & White
Language: English

TECH SPECS



Martha Ansara
Consulting Producer

Martha is a veteran Australian filmmaker. She is
best known for her films on women’s issues and
her collaborative films with Aboriginal activists.
She has been inaugurated into the Australian
Cinematographer’s Society Hall of Fame, is a Life
Member of the Australian Directors Guild, and a
recipient of the prestigious Byron Kennedy
Award from the Australian Film Institute.

Phillip Crawford
Editor/Camera

After graduating in Film and Television from the
VCA, Phil. started working with Big hART,
collaborating with communities across Australia
on projects included in major arts festivals in
Adelaide, Melbourne and Tasmania. Establishing
Beyond Empathy, Phil now produces/directs
collaborative film works with community,
currently in Port Kembla where he lives.

Rowena Crowe
Editor

Rowena is a Wollongong-based editor,
filmmaker and teacher. She has been the guest
animator in residence at the Byron Writers
Festival since 2016 and taught at the Sydney
College of Art, AFTRS and studies at the
University of Wollongong. The creator of many
animated films, her work has screened
internationally.

Jan Preston 
Composer

Jan is a classically trained pianist and former
New Zealand rock musician. Among Jan’s recent
films as composer have been My Year with
Helen (2017) The Hungry Tide (2011), Home by
Christmas (2010), Bastard Boys (2007) and The
Diplomat (2000).

Further credits



Director/Producer
Robynne Murphy

Consulting Producer
Martha Ansara

Music 
Jan Preston

Editors
Phil Crawford / Rowena Crowe

Cinematography / Sound
Daniel De Filippo / Matt Velozo / Phil
Crawford / Shaniece Igano / Robynne
Murphy / Deniz Balabay / Liam Dallas

Picture and Sound Post Production
Michael Gissing, Digital City Studios

Digital Design
Betsy Baker

Graphic Artist
Mystery Carnage

Digitising
Ray Argall, Piccolo Films

Interviewees - Jobs for Women
Committee 
Alicia Perez, Cheryl Bayford, Cueta
Srbinoska, Fatma Saglica, Lou-Anne Barker,
Louise Casson, Robynne Murphy, Roza
Klujaricek, Slobodanka Joncevska, Sundus
Ozbal, Yasmin Rithau

Special appearances:
Faye Campbell, Fred Moore, Helen
Meekosha, Monica Chalmers, Nando Lelli,
Pat Brewer, Sally Bowen.

Song
“Don’t Stop Me Now” performed by Mo’Ju.
Courtesy of Mo’Ju and ABC Music

Archival Research
Graham Shirley, Louise Casson, Martha
Ansara

Women of Steel Patrons
Ann Curthoys, Jennie George, Sally
McManus, ACTU

Special thanks 
Documentary Australia Foundation,
Women Make Movies (USA),
LundinStudio, Beyond Empathy,
Wollongong City Council Arts, Port Kembla
Community Centre, Arthur Rorris – South
Coast Labor Council, Misha Zelinski -
Australian Workers Union

This film was made with major support
from: South Coast Labour Council,
Australian Council of Trade Unions,
Victorian Trades Hall Council, Unions
NSW, Geelong Trades Hall, Unions
Shoalhaven, We Are Union Women,
Geelong Womens Union Network,
Women in Male Dominated Occupations
& Industries, Australian Workers Union
including Womens Committee and WA &
Alcoa Allsites Committee, NSW Teachers
Federation, Australian Education Union,
Independent Education Union Australia,
Electrical Trades Union nationally & Vic,
Shop Distributive & Allied Employees
Association, Maritime Union Australia
including Womens Committee & Vic
branch, NSW & National Tertiary
Education Union, Australian Metal
Workers Union National & NSW, NSW &
ACT Australian Services Union,
Construction Forestry Mining Maritime
Energy Union Vic, Womens Committee &
NSW, Health and Community Services
Union & Womens Committee, Community
Union, UK, Jennie George, David
Donaldson, Ann Byrne, Paul Oboohov,
Amy Merrill.


