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I feel a strong sense of historical justice in the fact that it has been the successful effort to reverse the ban on RU486 that has brought women parliamentarians in Canberra out of the political closet.  A cross party quartet - Senators Judith Troeth (Liberal, Victoria), Claire Moore (ALP, Queensland), Fiona Nash (National, New South Wales) and Lyn Allison (Australian Democrat, Victoria) - joined together to sponsor a private members bill designed to repeal the Minister for Health’s power to approve to import the drug RU486.  This was, Senator Nash said in her second reading speech on February 8, “the first time in the history of this place that four members of different parties have co-sponsored a private senator’s bill”.

Two things are remarkable about this unprecedented exercise of multi-partisanship: it was comprised entirely of women, and its purpose was to benefit women, in this case by expanding women’s options when it comes to methods of abortion.  It was in other words an example of exactly what, a few years ago, I had criticised women’s parliamentarians for failing to do: working together and working for women. Today, am I eating crow?  Yes.  Am I happy about having to do so?  Absolutely.  

This collaboration by women for women is a real breakthrough in the way our politics work. The question, though, was it a one-off or are politics going to be different from now on?  If it is the beginning of a new way, it will represent a truly massive change in the way our women pollies work and it has the potential to be of enormous benefit to Australian women in all sorts of ways.  If the women in Canberra get serious, they can change child care, they can make the tax system more equitable for working mothers, they can achieve vast improvements in the health system.  The list of what could – and needs to – be done is almost endless. Will it happen?  If it does, it will truly represent a tectonic shift in the way the women in Canberra operate. It will be a vindication for those who wanted women in parliament to be agents of change for their sex in addition to fulfilling their basic constituent obligations.

In late 2003, in my book The End of Equality, I characterized the female members of federal parliament as “political eunuchs”.  I used this harsh language to express my disappointment that, despite the massive increase in the numbers of women in all parties in the federal parliament, there had been no corresponding increase in their working together (or, indeed, at all) to improve policies that impacted on women.  In fact, I argued, the massive roll back in women’s rights that has occurred during the decade of the Howard government took place while the numbers of women entering parliament has soared.  

My original characterization of these women MPs had been even more unforgiving.  
”Political kewpie dolls”, I’d called them, angered that so many of them were willing to allow themselves to be seated strategically in the parliament so they were picked up by the TV cameras during Question Time.  In doing so they provided a colourful contrast to the grey-suited men who actually run the country and, in the process, collaborated in the deception that their presence in the parliament equalled real power.  Fortunately, I took the precaution of asking former Victorian Premier Joan Kirner to read this chapter in draft form and she counselled me to tone it down.  It was unfair, she said. There were plenty of good women in parliament who wanted to use their position to improve the lot of other women but they were constrained by their parties and their factions.  I took Joan’s advice but even the milder version enraged many women MPs and they were not shy in letting me know what they thought of me.

Back then, there were 57 women in federal parliament.  Following the 2001 election, women made up 25 per cent of the House of Representatives, an historic situation as women’s entry into parliament had in the early years (I’m talking the 1970s and 1980s!)  had been mostly into the Senate.  These numbers were more or less equally apportioned between the two major parties.  For people such as myself who had argued strongly in the early days of the women’s movement that we needed more women in parliament to protect and expand women’s rights, the failure of these women to live up these expectations was a bitter disappointment.

I was especially frustrated at the way women on the government side seemed prepared to look the other way while women’s rights and benefits were stripped away and agencies that had once been watchdogs of women’s equality were either abolished or enfeebled.  During the early years of the Howard government, funding for childcare was slashed, the tax system was changed to penalise working mothers, the Women’s Bureau (an initiative of Sir Robert Menzies that monitored women’s employment, especially equal pay) was abolished, the Sex Discrimination Commissioner position was left vacant for more than a year and the position had its complaint-handling powers abolished, the Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission (the home of the Sex Discrimination Commissioner) had its funding cut by 40 per cent and its staff cut by one-third.  There were a host of other examples of women getting the cold shoulder from Canberra, and of the women elected representatives of the coalition seeming not to care or at least not be willing to stand up and oppose this undermining of women’s status. (There was often strong opposition expressed by the ALP on some of these women’s issues but that of course had no impact on where things were heading.)

It was not as if coalition backbenchers, women included, had not been prepared to stand up to the government on other issues.  There had been public and often fierce fights on a number of matters, including the detention of asylum-seekers, the International Criminal Court, anti-terror legislation and the full privatisation of Telstra. It seemed that it was only when it came to so-called women’s issues that there was an unwillingness to stand up and be counted.  The final nail in the coffin came after the last election when the government finally did what had been on the cards since 1996: it downgraded its principal women’s policy advice unit, the Office of the Status of Women, by kicking it out of the high-powered Prime Minister’s Department and putting it into Family and Community Services.  Women apparently were seen as just a welfare issue.  Oh, and the name was changed.  No longer Status of Women.  The unit is now the Office of Women’s Issues.  Women lost their status in Canberra and not one government woman MP said anything – at least not in public.

Another of the examples I had used to illustrate the failure of women parliamentarians to act in the interests of Australian women was the vote in 1996 to ban the abortion drug RU486.  The government had brought forward this legislation at the behest of the Tasmanian independent Senator Brian Harradine whose casting vote the government needed to get its other legislation through.  Labor debated whether to support the legislation and, while there might have been some voices raised in protest behind closed doors, the views of the Catholic men who then held sway in caucus prevailed and so did party discipline.  This was a multi-partisan assault on women’s reproductive rights. Labor sided with the government, the Greens were split and only the Australian Democrats opposed the legislation. As a result, for the past decade women seeking to terminate pregnancies have been denied the option of the non-surgical method provided by the drug RU486.

This is why for me and, I suspect for many others, it is such a sweet vindication that it was the reversal of this ban that saw the emergence of women power in federal parliament. You could not have envisioned a better scenario for women to assert political potency than an issue that goes to the very heart of women’s independence and self-sufficiency.  “I have waited ten years for this vote,” said a Senator who was there for the 1996 vote.

What happens next will determine whether this was just a flash of female assertiveness or whether we have witnessed a seismic shift in federal politics. “Perhaps we have finally made a dent in the culture of this place,” a Labor Senator said to me this week. Let’s hope she’s right.

Senator Lyn Allison thinks this is just the beginning of women working together on a women’s agenda. She is leader of the Australian Democrats and the person who initiated all this last year with her proposed amendments to the Therapeutic Goods legislation.  The then leader of the government in the Senate, Robert Hill, asked her to bring these amendments forward as a separate piece of legislation, which she agreed to do.  The private members bill, supported by colleagues from the major parties, was introduced last December.  

Allison told me this week that there is “an ongoing agenda” and high on the list are Senator Harradine’s other restrictions to women’s reproductive freedom. It is worth remembering how much Harradine demanded – and got – from the Howard government when he held that powerful balance of power position back in the mid-1990s.  And what is especially noteworthy is how many of his demands entailed restrictions to women’s ability to control their fertility.  He cast a long shadow which Allison and others are determined to change.

In addition to the effective ban on RU486, he demanded the ending of government funding to the Australian Population Council and the International Union for the Scientific Study of Population. He ensured a reduction in the Australian contribution to the United Nations Population Fund, the International Planned Parenthood Federation and the World Heath Organization’s Human Reproductive Program.  He also secured a reduction in Medicare benefits to recipients of IVF.

Senator Allison says that no new oral contraceptives have been placed on the Pharmaceutical Benefits Scheme for ten years – despite the fact that new ultra-low dose versions that many women prefer are now available.  These cost more because they are not on the PBS.  She also points to restrictions to funding for abortion training in the provision of Australian overseas aid  - even to countries where abortion is legal.  Senator Claire Moore says the issue of pre-abortion counselling, stipulated a high political priority by the Prime Minister, will be a key future issue.

Apart from the reproductive rights issues, there are others that are causing women in federal parliament to be outspoken in ways that are both startling and unprecedented. Last month former Howard government minister Jackie Kelly made very public criticisms of the government’s child care policy, calling the current system a “shambles” and demanding a 50 per cent increase in funding.  Anyone who has followed Kelly’s political career will know that she has rarely, if ever, put any political distance between herself and John Howard.  Her comments came just a week after Treasurer Peter Costello had made some rather cautious commitments to minor increases in family support and child care funding, so it was possible to interpret Kelly’s intervention as more an anti-Costello intervention than a championing of women’s issues.  

Nevertheless, her description of what is wrong with child care resounded with many people, including employer groups. She received endorsement from several female coalition colleagues including Bronwyn Bishop who has recently chaired a House of Representatives Committee looking at work and family issues.  But Kay Patterson who was then still the Minister for Family and Community Services attacked her views, saying Kelly was not privy to deliberations Cabinet was having on the subject.  Was this an example of women flexing political muscle or was it merely an intra-party factional exercise?  Even if the latter, it still put a major issue for women back in the political spotlight.

It may be that the vote on the RU486 legislation will prove to be empowering and liberating for many women MPs.  Having tasted power – and success – they may join forces to press for more. Claire Moore, the (practising Catholic) Labor co-sponsor of the Bill says the whole exercise has given women confidence that they can work together with trust and cooperation. This, as she pointed out to me, is unusual in Canberra where political egos are massive and a no-prisoners approach to party politics is the usual modus operandi.

She also thought it was noteworthy that there was no competition for the limelight between the four co-sponsors of the bill. This, too, is not the way it usually works.  Is it possible that women could bring a new spirit of cooperation to the Canberra scene?  I would not hold my breath but it has been encouraging, even inspiring, to watch the political events of the past two weeks unfold.

It was instructive that so many women parliamentarians supported the lifting of the ban. In the Senate the numbers were overwhelming, with 24 of the 27 women Senators voting in favour.  There was slightly more ambivalence in the House of Representatives with the five women, led by Jackie Kelly, who championed an amendment that would have scuttled the bill joined by Bronwyn Bishop in voting against.  But the overwhelming sentiment among women was in favour. Although there was no division called for on the final vote and therefore no Hansard record of how individuals voted, I am told by someone present that all the 20 Labor women and all but seven of the 17 coalition women supported the legislation. 

This is new.  

Maybe women have finally achieved the critical mass that many have argued was the precondition to women having any real power in Canberra.  They are still a minority – “it’s still a place full of suits”, Claire Moore observed yesterday after watching the vote in the House of Representatives – but a sizeable one.  Women are 24.7 per cent of the House and 35.5 per cent of the Senate.  In the business world, such numbers would give one control.  In Canberra the party system mitigates against such control but there is a sense, especially now the government controls both houses of parliament, that there is more scope than ever before for women to work together across party lines.

The scale of this week’s victory should not be underestimated.  Only nine private members bills have succeeded in the history of the Australian parliament and, according to parliamentary records, several of them have resulted in major changes to the way we are.  Compulsory voting at federal elections was introduced as a result of a private senator’s bill in 1924. A bill emanating from the Democrat Senator Powell in 1989 led to the banning of tobacco advertising in the print media and in 1981, while Senator Susan Ryan’s bill to outlaw sex discrimination was not passed, it became the basis for the Hawke government’s landmark legislation in 1983.  The decision by parliament this week will, I suspect, prove to be just as path-breaking.  Not only has abortion been depoliticised but the women of federal parliament who made this happen have become empowered and emboldened as a result.

* Neither the Age nor the Sydney Morning Herald makes its Saturday News Review sections available online.  This version is my original as submitted to the Age. It does not include any edits or cuts made by either newspaper.
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