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      Years of expertise will be lost with the shutdown of a government 

      department, writes Sarah Maddison.

      Bob Carr and Michael Egan should write John Howard a thank-you letter. The 

      fact that the NSW Department for Women has been axed with barely a whimper 

      of public comment or complaint is testament to the effectiveness of the 

      Howard Government's strategy to dismantle the women's non-government 

      sector. 

      Australian women's organisations have been shut out of the policy process 

      and the women who voluntarily keep these organisations going are exhausted 

      from the endless battles to respond to attacks on women's rights.

      Those battles have now been made immeasurably harder by the Carr 

      Government's decision to abolish this small but important department. 

      The outrage that many women and women's organisations is struggling to 

      express has been compounded by the opaque means by which this decision was 

      made. The change was buried in Egan's mini-budget on April 6, and even 

      then referred to only as an "elevation to the Premier's Department", so it 

      took at least 10 days for the full horror to emerge.

      Far from being an "elevation", the NSW Department for Women has been 

      effectively abolished. From July 1 this year the budget will be reduced by 

      $2.5 million (close to half its annual income) to $3.2 million.                

      From July 1 next year the obliteration is complete - a $1.7 million budget 

      that is intended to sustain the Women's Grants Program ($1 million by 

      itself) and the Premier's Council for Women. 

      This will be impossible. At best, one member of staff may be "elevated" to 

      the Premier's, and by necessity this person will be restricted to the 

      administrative tasks of supporting the two remaining programs.

      What a grand insult to all women in NSW this decision is. While Carr has 

      never been known as a feminist - indeed his Government had not increased 

      the Department for Women's budget by one cent since winning office in 1995 

· this decision confirms the lowly status of women in this state.

      While touted as a cost-saving measure, this decision really means that the 

      Carr Government has abandoned the principle of maintaining a specialist 

      women's department. 

      And to ram this point home, Carr announced $2.5 million for restoring the 

      Hyde Park War Memorial. While no one denies the State Government should 

      renew its commitment to the memories of war veterans, if this Government 

      truly needs to save money should this commitment to veterans really equal 

      the amount that has just been taken from the women of NSW?

      And yet, there has been no serious reporting, no analysis, no 

      justification and no information coming from those who made the decision. 

      On April 8 I requested that Egan's office fax me a media release that 

      apparently provided greater detail about the decision. The fax never 

      arrived.

      But despite this void, no one should be misled into thinking the decision 

      is inconsequential. It isn't.

      Abolishing the Department for Women means that a rich pool of expertise in 

      gender analysis will be lost. Gender analysis is the ability to interpret 

      the impact of policies and programs on the lives of women. This is not a 

      layperson's skill any more than financial analysis or intelligence 

      analysis. This "elevation" means there will be no more such guidance for 

      other departments which in the past have sought partnerships with the 

      Department for Women to better understand how the work they do affects 

      women's lives.

      No one should mistake the Department for Women for an agency that focused 

      on "career women" or middle- class women, or whose programs were 

      superfluous. Far from it.

      The department was, in fact, a social justice initiative - its vision 

      statement stressed a "focus on women with limited access to social and 

      economic resources, reflecting the Government's commitment to social 

      justice". How hollow that commitment seems now.

      The department worked in collaboration with other agencies, designing 

      policies and improving programs for those women who might otherwise fall 

      through the cracks of mainstream departments; homeless women, young women 

      in detention centres, rural women, Aboriginal women. The department was a 

      prime example of the value of the much-vaunted "whole of government 

      approach" - a small agency with specific expertise that could be shared 

      across the sector to achieve better results. For a tiny department with a 

      tiny budget, the work that was done for some of the most disadvantaged 

      women in NSW was immeasurably valuable.

      And no one involved in making these decisions or who is observing from 

      other jurisdictions should be fooled by the silence into thinking that 

      women don't care. They do care. Deeply. 

      Carr and Egan's desire to bury this decision in "cost-cutting" rhetoric 

      hasn't worked. The word is finally out. And if circumstances make it 

      difficult for women to express their views to Carr and Egan in person, you 

      can be assured there will be no such restrictions at the ballot box.

      Sarah Maddison is a spokeswoman for the Women's Electoral Lobby.

PAGE  
2

