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Good morning delegates

I am calling today’s remarks Third Time Lucky.  I am doing this for two reasons.

Firstly because this is the third time I have addressed this conference. I addressed you in 2003 – in Brisbane, at your national conference  -  and 2005 – here in Melbourne -  and now, three years later, in 2008.  So I thank you very much for once again inviting me to talk to you.  I consider it a great honour that you like me enough to keep having me back.

My second reason for the title is that we have, for the third time since the end of World War Two, recently elected a federal labor government.  This is a cause for great celebration – and relief! – for most of us, especially when it comes to the status of women.

When I last spoke to you, we were still deeply entrenched in the Howard years.  

In November 2003, I had published a book called The End of Equality which tried to put into perspective where we are at with the women’s revolution and which argued that the Howard years had seen women’s rights and opportunities in this country stalled or even reversed. 

I wrote then: “For the thirty years we have seen progress towards equality – or so we assumed.  If I can speak for myself, I had always been optimistic, even confident, that this was a revolution that was unstoppable and irreversible”.  

We know now – only too well – that in fact it was possible to reverse gains.  And that it happened.  Women’s employment opportunities were curtailed.  Women’s pay, relative to men’s, declined, and there was an alarming rise in violence against women. 

Today that is still the case. We know that women still are treated unequally in employment, both with the jobs they get (or, more accurately, don’t get) and the remuneration they receive. Women still receive on average around $300 a week less than men, and the situation is getting worse. 

ACTU President Sharran 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.

It seems the higher up you go in an organisation, the worse the pay discrimination is.  A recent report from the Equal Employment for Women in the Workplace Agency (EOWA) revealed 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.

As an example of CEO pay disparity, you just have to look at the case of newly-appointed CEO of Westpac, Gail Kelly. According to a Yahoo Finance report at the time of her appointment, Kelly was to have an annual salary of $2.1 million until January 2010 plus $11.8 million available in performance-related incentives over 2008 and 2009. Last year, David Morgan, her predecessor as CEO, took home $8.41 million in total salary, according to afrboss in November 2007.

We know that despite women graduating in equal, or even greater numbers, from universities that they soon fall behind in the workplace.  The higher up you go in any organisation, the fewer the women.  At the very top, the numbers are pathetic: less than 10 per cent of senior management positions, and less than 10 per cent of directorships are held by women.  And the numbers are not improving.

We know that women still endure constant sexual harassment at work and elsewhere. The Victorian Equal Opportunity and Human Rights Commission reported in 2001/02 that there had been a 700 per cent increase in complaints about sexual harassment over the previous ten years.
 

Sexual assaults remain disturbingly prevalent, seem to be increasing and the rates of successful prosecution for these offences is declining.  The same is true of domestic violence, a difficult area in which to obtain precise statistics, but we do know that services such as women’s refuges that cater to victims report they have never been busier.

We know women are still fired for being pregnant and they continue to be sacked while on maternity leave. This is a blatant breach of both state and federal anti-discrimination laws yet employers calculate that the risk of being prosecuted is so small that they do it anyway. 

Even in high profile cases such as the terminating of the contract of Channel 9 reporter Christine Spiteri late last year while she was on maternity leave. The arrogance of these employers is breath taking. Isn’t it time these laws were enforced?

[Spiteri has taken her case to the Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission, which failed at its attempt to conciliate, and the case is now before the federal court.  In papers tabled as part of that case, Spiteri alleges that her boss, the head of News and Current Affairs at Channel 9, told her that in order to appear on air at that network, women had to “look fuckable”.]

Discrimination against married women has been a shameful and pervasive feature of employment in Australia. 

I met a woman recently who told me of her experience at the Commonwealth Bank when she returned from maternity leave. She wanted to work full-time but was told she would have to sit the school leavers’ exam and then undergo a probation period for six months, during which time she would receive half pay. 

I asked her when this was, assuming it must have been back in the bad old 1960s. “1986,” she said. 

I could scarcely believe it: in 1986 I was heading up the Office of the status of Women in Canberra and thought that things were starting to improve. 

The Sex Discrimination Act had been in force for two years, the Affirmative Action legislation had been trialled for twelve months in the private sector, including by one bank, and the legislation had just been enacted. 

Yet here was an example of blatant discrimination taking place that was clearly against the law, and totally against the spirit of equality and opportunity that the federal government was trying to engender in the private sector. And it was taking place in a government-owned entity, the Commonwealth Bank.  It just goes to show that having good laws in place, having a government onside and having all the right machinery is not – of itself – enough to make people do the right thing.

Victoria is currently conducting a most-welcome review of its Equal Opportunity Act.   The Attorney General has asked the question: “How can we best eliminate discrimination and promote equal opportunity?” 

It has been a long time since such words were heard in Canberra, but now fortunately the federal capital is under new management.  The questions we need to be asking are: 

· will women be better off under the Rudd government?

· In what ways will they be better off?

· Is there need to worry that in some ways we could be worse off?

When it comes to anti-discrimination laws, Labor policy provides for the federal Sex Discrimination Act to be reviewed and strengthened to take account of changes to society since it was first introduced in 1984.  It is likely that the ambit of the legislation will be expanded to protect women from discrimination on the basis of family or carer responsibilities.  

This is in addition to the existing protection against discrimination on the grounds of sex, marital status of being pregnant, and against sexual harassment and will be a most welcome change.  But we must insist that the Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission is adequately resourced and is politically supported so that it can administer this law properly.  It is not enough to just have laws on the statute books.  They need to be enforced.

You are probably aware that the Sex Discrimination Commissioner, Elizabeth Broderick, who was appointed by the previous government but who is likely to be retained in the position by the Rudd government, has been conducting a listening tour of Australia over the past few months.

In reporting back what she has learned about the concerns of Australian women, she wrote

I’ve been overwhelmed by the variety and depth of responses from all sectors of the community but the issues that really stand out have been Paid Maternity Leave, lack of retirement savings for women, Sexual Harassment and violence against women. The need for quality, accessible and affordable childcare is a real priority issue for Australians and not just women. 

Likewise, sexual harassment continues to be a real issue affecting women’s economic independence in the workplace, causing them to stop, move jobs and have interrupted careers. The prevalence of this issue has surprised me and I sometimes wonder how far we've come. 

As we know, sexual harassment and violence against women are not topics that are often spoken about and I have leant a lot from my Listening Tour by hearing the personal stories from women who have been affected by harassment and violence. 

It is great to have such a strong advocate for women in this position once more.  It has been a long time.

As you probably read, Broderick has also gone public with a strong submission on the need for an immediate 14 weeks maternity leave scheme paid at the rate of the minimum wage plus a two weeks “supporting parent leave” to be paid at the same rate.  

Broderick has argued that this ought to be Stage One of a scheme and that it needs to be reviewed and extended after a few years operation.

None of this would be happening had Julia Gillard, the Deputy Prime Minister, not referred the question of parental leave to the Productivity Commission, asked it to investigate and report back in early 2009.  Until she did that, paid maternity leave was politically dead in the water.  We should be grateful to her for finding a way to revive it.

Interestingly, with the government setting the lead, the response from business has changed markedly.  Only a year ago, business was declaiming that paid maternity leave would send them all broke, would hurt women, would blah blah blah.  

Now, business can’t wait to endorse the concept.  Just shows what a change of government can achieve!

There are of course many other great things we could point to. The most significant is the number of good, competent women in senior positions in the government.  The importance of women being at the table cannot be overstated.

Just before the election, at a debate on women’s policy at the National Press Club, Tanya Plibersek who is now Minister for Housing and Minister for the Status of Women, made the following comment:

You would have heard many, many months ago about our commitment to deliver 260 new childcare centres in areas of high need, particularly on school grounds. That incidentally is the sort of smart policy I think you get when you've got lots of women on your front bench and in your caucus. The people who've actually done the running around dropping the kids off in the morning and picking them up in the afternoon, know the value of ending the double drop off. 

There are ten women on Kevin Rudd’s front bench – 4 in Cabinet, 3 in the outer Ministry and 3 parliamentary secretaries. Women are 20 per cent of the Cabinet and 23.3 per cent of the total ministry, the highest level ever for an Australian government.

This number falls far short of many governments elsewhere in the world, especially in Europe, where it is now becoming commonplace for 50 per cent of ministers to be women. Even the conservative French President, Nicholas Sarkozy, has almost equal representation of the sexes in his cabinet.

As a country we have lagged badly in opening up the powerful institutions of our country to women but at least since the election of the Rudd government there does seem to be a change of attitude towards appointing women. 

We now have a woman as deputy Prime Minister for the first time, and we have women in government 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.

From September, we will have a woman as Governor General. And not just any woman, but one who has been a Sex Discrimination Commissioner, who has worked in the childcare area and who has a strong commitment to women’s equality.  What a breath of fresh air that will be!

There have been a lot of good things happening, with women being appointed to head up powerful commissions, and so-called women’s issues like childcare getting top-level attention.

We have even had the Minister for Defence, Joel Fitzgibbon, making an unprompted speech calling for leadership positions in the military to be opened up to women.  I was amazed to read the Minister’s speech:

We must also broaden the recruitment pool. Females make up more than 50 per cent of the Australian population but just 13 per cent of the permanent Australian Defence Force. They also leave earlier. Significantly of the approximate 3,500 ADF personnel currently deployed on global operation only 164 are women. 

He continued:

By not doing more to break-down cultural barriers - both those which discourage enlistment and those which restrict female progression through the ranks, we are substantially reducing our potential recruitment pool. 

In the 21st Century women are heading up some of the world’s largest corporations. Here in Australia, a woman now regularly acts as Prime Minister. Yet Defence continues to send the subliminal message; “come and join the Navy, Army or Air Force, but don’t ever expect to lead your chosen service”. 

We all currently operate in a strong labour market where competition is intense. Organisations willing to provide talented and ambitious young women with a career path to the top, currently enjoy a competitive advantage over the ADF in their quest to secure their services.
 

But it has not all been roses.  I think we were all pretty stunned when the government neglected to achieve anything remotely resembling gender balance in the selection of people to chair sessions at the 2020 Summit.

There was a surprisingly strong and angry reaction to this news. It became a big story in the media and put the government on the back foot in an area where it had tried to demonstrate its equality-promoting credentials.  

Sadly, we have become accustomed to having our history ignored or distorted; we know that our present is still subject to discrimination, violence and enduring double standards.  But, we could console ourselves with the hope that at least the future would be different.

Then the government planned a huge event to discuss the future of Australia and women were almost entirely excluded from the running of the event, and gender issues were nowhere to be found in the agenda of topics being discussed.

In other words, we are not even going to have a say in our own future.  No wonder so many women felt sick with anger and disappointment.  I have met quite a few women who say this fiasco prompted them to write their first-ever letter to a Prime Minister.

Let us hope that this blunder by the Rudd government will be an early wake-up call that it needs to be mindful of gender balance when making appointments.  Obviously, it did not occur to the men who signed off on the Committee list that there was anything wrong with it.

The default position of too many men – still, after all these years – is that you appoint people like yourselves, middle-aged Anglo men, to run things.  Until men become sensitive to what is wrong with this, some kind of formal advisory and scrutiny mechanism needs to be in place to ensure this does not happen again.

But there are other areas of concern too.

I was disappointed that the Rudd government decided not to reverse the previous government’s downgrading of the women’s policy advice function from the Prime Minister’s department to the welfare area.

As you will recall, the Howard government not only downgraded the Office of the status of Women but also changed its name – to the Office for Women.  We lost our power – and our status.  

The Rudd government has given us back the status, at least in the title Tanya Plibersek enjoys as Minister for the Status of Women – but not the power.  There is now an Office of Work and Family in the Prime Minister’s department, but not an Office of Women.

I am not being semantic here.  As I will point out in a moment, not all women are in the workforce and not all women are in what is generally understood to be a family – and many don’t want to be.  An office of women covers all situations. An office of work and family is already premised on a certain set of choices.

Equally problematic is the removal of EOWA from the Employment portfolio to the department of Family and Community Services.  This is no doubt so that it can be attached to the Office of Women and Tanya can administer it.  Nevertheless, removing equality of employment functions from the Employment Department is a significant change in policy.  One to watch.

At the same time, I do welcome childcare being removed from the welfare area to Julia Gillard’s powerful education and employment portfolio where, finally, the policy looks like it might receive the serious treatment it has long been denied.

I do have concerns, however, that this government is showing a tendency to try to push women, especially mothers, into a pre-ordained box – without their necessarily having any say in the situation.

You will remember that John Howard had a white picket fence view of the world.  He wanted women to be mothers, and once they were, to stay out of the workforce.  He invented a special payment – the baby bonus – to encourage women to have more babies, and he used taxation, employment and other arms of policy to create disincentives for mothers to return to employment.  This cruelly denied women choice.

I hope the Rudd government will not also deny women choice, even if the Rudd prescription for women is one that is more in line with what women themselves want.  The driver of policy for women seems to be productivity, with all policies aimed at increasing the nation’s output.  To that end, women – especially mothers - are being encouraged to work.  “Working families” is the hallmark mantra of the Rudd government, and this mantra is mainly directed at women.

It is great to see women’s employment issues and problems – such as lack of equal pay, lack of child care, lack of paid maternity leave – finally being acknowledged and put back onto the political agenda.  It is long overdue.

At the same time, we don’t want women feeling pressured into a particular course of action.  And there is already some evidence that there is a backlash against the Rudd government’s emphasis on mothers and parents.  

As was pointed out last week in The Australian analysis of voters in the last election suggests there was a significant swing against Labor by women in their 30s who do not have children
.  The swing toward Labor by women in this age group with children was just as pronounced, and probably helped seal the outcome.  

However, the numbers of women without children are a large, and growing, group.  More importantly, from a political perspective, they tend to live in inner-city areas and hence could become a significant political bloc, able to influence the outcome in seats such as Sydney, Melbourne, Wentworth, Grayndler and Batman.  

It is going to be fascinating to watch the government juggle this one. It should be a no-brainer.  Women’s choices should be respected and supported.  But the government’s rhetoric so far has been directed at one group – much to the ire of those who feel excluded, not just women without kids but also seniors and others.

I am sure we all have high hopes for this third Labor government, especially when it comes to women.  So far the record has been mixed but if the government really listens to women – all women – it can’t go wrong.

Finally, I cannot conclude my remarks without making some comments about the US Presidential elections and the historic bid by Senator Hillary Clinton to become the country’s first woman president.

I, along with millions of other women – and men - in the US and around the world, had hoped that in January 2009 we would be witnessing the inauguration of a woman to the White House.

That now looks increasingly unlikely.

From being the front-runner and presumed nominee for the Democratic Party, Hillary Clinton has fallen back to second place and despite winning a string of primaries in the big states that are needed to win the presidential election; she has not gathered sufficient delegates to secure the nomination.

She cannot now overtake her rival Senator Barack Obama.

Nevertheless, she is staying in the race - to the chagrin of Obama and his supporters, and the outrage of many in the media who have been trying to sign her political death warrant since March this year. 

But Senator Clinton’s campaign is in diabolical trouble.  She has been outmanoeuvred and outpaced by Obama who is a far more charismatic figure than she is, a better fund-raiser and who has been able to successfully argue that he represents change while she is “old politics”.

Pretty amazing being able to portray the first-ever woman to be a serious contender for the US Presidency as “old politics”.

But that’s not the only amazing thing about this race.

I have been dumb-founded by the double standards that have been applied to Hillary, and how sexism pervades the media treatment of her.  On the other side, racism is of course not tolerated.

You might not be aware that currently on sale in the US are so-called “novelty items”, the Hillary nutcracker and the Hillary toilet brush.  As you can imagine, the nuts are put between her thighs, which are studded with metal spikes.  To clean the toilet, you stick Hillary’s head into the pan.

This is considered funny, as were the men shouting “Iron my shirt” at her during the New Hampshire primary.  

Imagine, as the American feminist writer Robin Morgan has pointed out, if someone yelled “Shine my shoes” at Obama
.  There is no shoe-shine kit “novelty item” for sale, nor a watermelon seed remover.

I would not argue for a moment that Hillary is not a big girl who can deal with whatever political obstacles come her way.  Nevertheless, the almost total antipathy towards her by the media, the refusal of so many men – especially educated, liberal men – to vote for her, suggests that women candidates have to face – still! – barriers that simply do not exist for men.

Some of these barriers are deeply psychological, irrational and would take an army of Sigmund Freuds to analyse. Much of it seems to be about hating women, maybe even about hating your mother.

It is noteworthy that large numbers of American women are now starting to get very angry about the double standards that have applied to this race.  There is a dangerous polarisation emerging, with Obama supporters saying they would never vote for Clinton if she were the nominee, and some women for Clinton going so far as to say they would campaign against Obama if he wins the nomination.

Clinton refuses to drop out despite the extraordinary pressure that has been placed on her. She says – rightly in my view – that there are still three contests ahead and voters in those states have the right to choose to vote for her.  

She clearly hopes that a miracle will occur that will persuade the Democratic Party to give her the nomination despite her lack of pledged delegates because – she argues forcefully – she is the one who can win the Presidential election in November.

I can’t see the Party doing that, although I think her analysis is correct and that only she can defeat John McCain.  But the Democratic Party is likely to take the sentimental option rather than the hard-headed one and I expect that Barack Obama will be the nominee.

It will be an historic moment for America: the first black person to be nominated by a major party to be President of the United States.  I would certainly want him to win.  I doubt, however, that he can.

Sadly for women and for Hillary Clinton, we probably will not get our shot at history in 2008.  And if it does not happen this time, I suspect it will be a long time before another opportunity arises.

Thank you.
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