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Good morning everyone.

It is my job this morning to set the scene for this conference of women who are serious about themselves and their business and who are here to listen, to learn, to ask questions, to network and to come away with a better understanding of the unique connections that bind our society, locally and globally, and which link us to each other in all kinds of exciting and, often, challenging ways.

The theme of this year’s conference is Unique Connections. 

In a globalised world we are all connected in ways that were unimaginable even a few years ago. We can communicate easily and instantaneously across geographic and time borders with email and SMS; we have social networking tools like Facebook and Plaxo and LinkedIn that supplement our workplace and personal networks. We are overloaded with choices about how to communicate with our friends, our business colleagues or our political leaders. 

We are developing new protocols about what is appropriate for different circumstances, just as we rush to keep up with rapidly changing technologies.  The benefits of these technologies are undeniable although sometimes they might seem oppressive if, thanks to the Blackberry, we are always within the reach of our bosses.

We have seen the remarkable phenomenon this year of US Presidential candidate Barack Obama using online techniques to raise hundreds of millions of dollars and to create the largest grass roots organization ever seen in the United States. 

In our discussions over the next two days, we will look at similar  efforts taking place here as well as looking at the many ways we can make unique connections to better our personal and working lives.

AT SWB WE WORK IN “an atmosphere of learning and inspiration”. We learn from the inspiration provided by others and we in turn take on the responsibility for leading and inspiring others.

As some of you will know, this conference is now in its seventh year and I think we can, with all due modesty, say that it has in that time acquired quite a reputation. I have had people tell me that this is “simply the best” conference in Australia for women in business.

That is praise indeed.
In our seven years we have had an interesting history, one that has contributed to the unique nature of this conference.  I am very proud to have been associated with SWB since its inception, and to have been part of its evolution to where it is today.

We began life in 2002 on the Gold Coast as the Ladies Masters of Business Conference, held in conjunction with the Ladies Masters of Golf championship.  After two years of this format, we decided to change – our name, our location and our focus.

We became a strictly business event, located in a major capital city where there is only one item on the agenda – business.  Serious women’s business. That’s serious as defined by us, and it always includes some serious fun! For the past five years we have met in either Melbourne or Sydney, reflecting where most of our large companies are located. It is wonderful to be able to welcome such a large audience this morning for what I am sure are going to be two days of stimulating and instructive talk.

We have an extraordinary group of women participating as speakers or panelists.  

I have had the opportunity to speak to each of the panelists prior to the conference and so I have had the privilege of already hearing some of the things they will be saying to you.  In the course of these conversations I have learned a great deal about some of the challenges they face and how they are dealing with these challenges – and so I know we are in for an informative and inspiring time.

This conference is unusual in several ways beyond the stellar line-up of participants.  It is not a conventional conference, where a series of speakers say their bit while you, the audience, work hard at taking it all in.  Nor is it a conference where specific skills are imparted via a training or educational approach.

Rather, it is a conference where we talk.  We talk about subjects that are relevant to our theme, we talk about issues and women stalk frankly about their experiences in the world of business and politics.  We will examine what it is like to be a woman leading an organization, and we will talk about whether women exercise power differently from men.  

We will look at power and ask why so many people - women and men but mostly men -  find it so difficult to accept women in powerful positions.  We will talk with some women who have been in extremely powerful positions and have been set upon and brought down.  Fortunately, all of these women have all shown remarkable resilience.  They might have been down for a while but they are certainly not out.  But they can tell us a lot about the pitfalls for women seeking power.

We are doing a number of new things this year.

For the first time, we have had a Welcome to Country.  This was one step towards reconciliation on the part of the conference – and I also want to thank Aunty Doreen Garvin Wandin for agreeing to come this morning and for welcoming us to her country. We also resolved this year to increase the diversity of the conference, both among our speakers and among our audience. We have three Indigenous women among our speakers – as well as two women from Asia – and we have invited a number of Indigenous women to be part of the audience.  We will also devote a panel to discussing diversity amongst women.

We also were officially “opened” for the first time year.  We have never thought to do it in the past, but once Quentin Bryce was appointed Governor-General, we just had to invite her.  We were thrilled when she accepted.
In addition to the subjects I have already mentioned, we will be addressing some of the big issues.

The future direction of our country is certainly a big issue and we will spend some time learning from women who were there about the contributions of the 2020 Summit to planning that future. This session follows on from one we did last year on Globalisation when, for the first time, we presented a comprehensive briefing on a topic that is not, on the face of it, specifically related to women.  Like globalization, the future direction of our country is a major contemporary topic that women need to understand.  So this session is for women – rather than about women.  

 But in focusing on the very big picture, we won’t neglect the personal.  We will take time for ourselves: the inner woman must be satisfied – mentally, emotionally, physically - and I am confident that over the next two days she will be!  There will be good talk, great ideas, physical exercise, wonderful food – especially at this evening’s dinner and, of course, there will be champagne.  A perfect combination, I am sure you will agree.
IN SETTING THE SCENE for the conference, I also want look briefly at the Australian context in which we find ourselves.  In particular, I want to look at the situation for women wanting to assume leadership roles in business and in politics. 
Much has changed in the year since our last conference.

We now have a woman as Deputy Prime Minister and a woman as Deputy Leader of the Opposition.  Indeed, for a few days in August this year, both these women were acting Prime Minister and acting Leader of the Opposition respectively – and it was not even considered newsworthy enough to make a fuss about.  That is progress!

In Canberra, we now have women ministers in charge of Industrial Relations, Employment, Education, Health, Social Inclusion, Families, Community Services, Housing, Indigenous Affairs, Sport, Ageing, Climate Change and Water. 

That’s quite a list, and shows that women are in charge of some of the biggest problems and challenges confronting Australia. We are now accustomed to seeing women ministers on the nightly news talking about complex current issues of a kind that were once as the exclusive province of men.

And of course we have a woman as Governor-General.

In the states, Anna Bligh is Premier of Queensland and Carmel Tebbutt is Deputy Premier of New South Wales.  

Despite all this good news, we still lag far behind the rest of the world where women heads of government are no longer rare, and where women make up as many as 50 per cent of Cabinets in most European countries.  Women still make up only 20 per cent of the Australian federal cabinet, and 23 per cent of the total ministry.

Recently in Rwanda, where elections were held last month, women won 45 of the 80 seats, making Rwanda the first country in the world where women will hold a majority of seats in a parliament. It’s hard to imagine that happening here. Nevertheless, the situation is far better than it was a year ago.

And the benefits of having women in key leadership positions is that they can make the changes that will make women’s lives better and improve their opportunities.  

We have already seen spectacular examples of this.  

To name just one: A year ago, paid maternity leave was dead in the political water.  Both parties had put it on the back burner. It had no champions in either government or opposition. What a difference a year can make.  Now, the Productivity Commission has released a draft report recommending a national scheme of 18 paid weeks of maternity leave for all women.  And the Prime Minister has already indicated that he believes the scheme should be adopted.

How did this happen?  

It happened because the Deputy Prime Minister took a decision to give the kiss of life to the issue of paid maternity leave by referring it to the Productivity Commission. Without her initiative, this would not have happened.

Now she has promised to turn her attention to what ACTU President Sharan Burrow calls the “moral crime” of pay inequity.  Burrow released a report in March this year that showed that women earn 84 cents for every dollar earned by men, down from 87 cents in 2004.

We know that women are consistently and across the board paid less than men.  And it starts early. Just last weekend it was reported tht girls get less pocket money than boys!

 And we know that the higher up you go in an organisation, the worse the pay discrimination is. The Equal Employment for Women in the Workplace Agency (EOWA) revealed in 2006 that women CEOs receive only 67 per cent of what male CEOs get, while Chief Financial Officers are even worse done by, getting just 49 per cent of the salaries of their male counterparts.
  This unequal pay extents to superannuation. Because women earn less, and because they interrupt their careers to take time out to have children, they accumulate less.  At present, women have $3 in superannuation accounts for every $10 held by men.

So if Julia Gillard can do for pay equity what she has done for paid maternity leave, every woman in Australia will have reason to be truly, madly, deeply grateful to her.

I WISH I COULD BE AS POSITIVE ABOUT women in Australian business. Instead, I have to report, things are worse now that they were last year.  The EOWA is releasing its latest Census on women in leadership in ASX200 companies later today.  I know that most of our Foundation Partners are EOWA Employers of Choice and I know that you will be very keen to know the results of this census.

I have been lucky enough to obtain an advance copy and can report to you now, in advance of the official release, that in all categories measured by EOWA there has been a reversal, in some cases quite a significant reversal.

The number of women executive managers has declined from 12% in 2006 to 10.7% in 2008, which is also below the level measured in 2004.  In 2006, 39.5 per cent of companies had NO women executive managers; in 2008 that figure has risen to 45.5%. Those women who do make it to senior executive roles are overwhelmingly clustered in support roles, which tend to exclude them from the pipeline that leads to higher ranks. 

“The encouraging increase of women in line management roles from 2003 to 2006 (4.7% compared to 7.4%) has reversed,” the report states, “and the figure declined to pre-2004 levels (5.9%)”.

The bad news goes on and on.  There are fewer women on boards, fewer women chairing boards. We are falling further and further behind the rest of the world. Only 54.5% of ASX200 companies have at least one woman in management, compared with 85.2 per cent in the United States.

As Anna McPhee, EOWA director says, “At the 2006 Census we described the pace of change as glacial, in 2008 the results show that women’s progress is melting away.”

With figures likes these, the chances of women attaining the kind of critical mass in business that we are starting to see in Canberra looks to be light years away.  And as it takes women to change things for the better for women, the prospects are not encouraging.

More than ever, we need to serious about women in business.  And that is just what we intend to do over the next two days.


LET ME CONCLUDE by quickly explaining how the conference will be run.

We will have two Keynote Speakers: Dawn Casey, director of Sydney’s Powerhouse Museum, will address us in a few moments, and Zarine Aziz, President of the First Women Bank of Pakistan will be speaking tomorrow morning.  

As in previous years, most of the other sessions will be panel discussions.

Each of these will be conducted on an interactive basis, with the panellists sharing with you – and with each other – their ideas and their own stories. I will lead and facilitate each of these discussions.

Our final session will be the CEO Panel.  This has become one of the highlights of this conference, providing the opportunity to listen to and question the CEOs of our Foundation Partner companies.  For the first time, we will have a woman CEO on this panel, Sue Morphet from Pacific Brands. 

Those of you who have attended this conference in previous years will know that one of the things that makes it very special is that our panelists and speakers have always been willing to share their stories, often in a quite personal way. They don’t just stand up there and tell us what they think.  They share with us key experiences of their lives and work. They make a unique connection with you, the audience.  

This really is unique. You don’t find speakers doing this at other conferences.  I doubt that you would find many men willing to speak on such a personal level.  It is one of the many benefits of this conference.   

We believe this less formal approach is one that reaps great benefits because it allows each person to react to each other’s experiences as well as conveying their own.  At the end of each session there will of course also be ample opportunity for you the audience to ask questions.  And I hope you will not feel inhibited about doing so.

We intend to have frank and, I hope, provocative discussions throughout this conference.  There is no media present so nothing that is said here will be reported.  We will operate under the Chatham House Rule.  

For those of you who are unfamiliar with this institution and this rule, Chatham House is Europe's leading foreign policy think-tank which brings together people from government, politics, business, NGOs, the academic world and the media and has developed a reputation for hosting important discussions of major foreign policy significance. The Chatham House Rule, famous worldwide for facilitating free speech and confidentiality at meetings, originated here.

The actual Rule is this:

When a meeting, or part thereof, is held under the Chatham House Rule, participants are free to use the information received, but neither the identity nor the affiliation of the speakers, nor that of any other participant may be revealed; nor may it be mentioned that the information was received at a meeting of the Institute. 

In other words you can discuss what you have learned here over the next two days but you cannot say anything that would reveal the identity of the participants, either by mentioning their names, or by mentioning that it was at this Conference that you heard it.  

What is said in the Conference stays in the Conference?

All of our participants are in important jobs – and I am sure they want to keep them!  At the same time, I know that we would all appreciate hearing honest and frank accounts from them about what they do or have done and the issues, challenges and problems they have dealt with. 

We have applied this rule over the past six years at our previous conferences and I can report to you that it has had a very positive impact.  Our panelists felt able to talk freely.  There has not been a single complaint that anyone’s confidence was betrayed. I have therefore assured each of this year’s panelists that they can speak freely without fear of having their remarks end up in the media – or anywhere else for that matter.

The Chatham House rule will apply throughout this conference and I ask everyone to please respect this.

At the end of the conference we hope that you will all be inspired as well as informed, energized and invigorated and that you will be ready to go out into the world to connect with whoever you choose in pursuit of what it is you want, whether it be a professional goal or a personal one, or a combination of the two. We also want you to leave this conference with some new connections.  Unique connections.  I will explain later this morning how we are going to help you find those connections. In the meantime, I invite you to enjoy what the next two days have to offer. 
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