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I am told that Senator Penny Wong had quite a fan club at the UN in Bali. The various European Union delegations were openly enthused about her performance, while one young woman, a climate campaigner from Greenpeace China, was thrilled to receive a smile when she passed Wong in a corridor.

Wong's impressive performance not only vindicated the decision of the Prime Minister, Kevin Rudd, to put this relative novice into the all-important portfolio of Climate Change and Water, but also underscored the thinking behind her appointment.

Wong is now the face of Australia in the Kyoto negotiations. That she is a woman, and of Chinese origin, sends a powerful signal to the world, especially the region, of how much Australia has changed. Her presence and performance is a decisive - and welcome - repudiation of Hansonism.

Her appointment also shows how much the ALP has changed. It is 60 years since the then immigration minister, Arthur Calwell, infamously said: "Two Wongs don't make a White." Now that there is a person named Wong in cabinet, there could be no clearer signal to the party, and the country, that White Australia is finally dead, and that the party that once championed institutional racism has formally buried it.

On its own, Wong's performance could be judged as an admirable measure of the progress women have made in Australian politics but, in fact, she is just one of four impressive women in Rudd's cabinet, each of whom has been highly visible in important policy areas over the past week.

It has been a long time coming, but finally we have a group of women of indisputable talent at the table in Canberra, helping govern the country and in the process setting new standards for other women to aspire to. They are also showing that women can bring unique experience to the job.

Julia Gillard acting as prime minister for three days was a precedent that made most Australian women walk a little taller, but as well as occupying the top job while the boss was out of town, Gillard was tackling three of the biggest portfolios around: education, employment and workplace relations. Her popularity with voters was matched this week by what was reportedly a rock star's welcome during an unannounced visit to her department. There is a palpable excitement about Gillard, something we have not seen in politics for a long time.

Over at Health, Nicola Roxon summoned the states to demand timetables to deal with hospital waiting lists, parried requests to fund ailing country hospitals and got herself ready for yesterday's critical premiers' conference meeting, where health topped the agenda. Most Australians probably had not heard of Roxon until she bested the former minister, Tony Abbott, after he turned up late for their pre-election National Press Club debate. Now she is the face of federal-state health reform we will be seeing a lot of her.

The fourth female cabinet minister (and former deputy leader of the ALP), Jenny Macklin, has barely paused for breath since the election. Indigenous Affairs is just one of her responsibilities (she also has Families, Housing and Community Services) but it is now occupying prime political space. In the past two weeks she and Rudd have held an unprecedented meeting with indigenous leaders in the Northern Territory to get feedback on the previous government's intervention, she has foreshadowed limited intervention in some states to deal with sex and alcohol abuse and she has been handed responsibility for drafting the apology.

As well as pursuing their individual portfolio work, the women of the Rudd Government have collaborated to influence special policies for women - and this is where they stand out from the (fewer) women in John Howard's cabinet.

Just before the election, Macklin, Roxon and Tanya Plibersek - now the Minister for Housing and the Status of Women - announced a policy of increased support "for new mums who want to breastfeed".

All three are mothers, and both Plibersek and Roxon have young children. In fact, Roxon is probably the first person to combine being Minister for Health with trying to keep up with a two-year-old.

In her National Press Club debate before the election Plibersek talked about Labor's plan to deliver 260 new childcare centres, most of them on school grounds, and said: "That is the sort of smart policy 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."

Then there is the huge challenge of childcare policy, which will be tackled by Gillard, Macklin, Plibersek and, in her role as Parliamentary Secretary to the Prime Minister, Maxine McKew. It will be fascinating to watch them work, to see the energy, the skills and the dedication they are likely to bring to the task. "We can now get on and do things," McKew said on Tuesday at the media launch of The Battle for Bennelong, the book by Margot Saville that chronicles her historic defeat of the former prime minister John Howard.

Women are not quite 20 per cent of Rudd's cabinet so it is not yet equality (in France, for example, there are seven women in Nicholas Sarkozy's 15-person cabinet) but it is a great leap forward - in numbers and in the way these women are working. You do not have to be female to feel proud.

When I hear the word customer …

WHEN flying back from Melbourne last week our plane hit a few bumps and the pilot asked "all customers and crew" to buckle up. It's the same in the library, the supermarket, the bank, the Centrelink office. No longer are we passengers, or readers, or shoppers or claimants. Wherever we are and whatever we are doing, we have become homogenised "customers", and I hate it.

No doubt the language derives from a well-meaning effort to deliver better service. But language alone can't transform poor service or neglect. If anything, this bland undifferentiated approach can create problems. How does it improve the situation of an impoverished family, a victim of domestic violence, or a Centrelink claimant to be labelled a "customer"? It is a linguistic sleight that risks ignoring, or minimising, the distinctive needs of different situations.

My requirements as an airline passenger - on-time departures, edible food, etc - are different from those of a welfare recipient desperate for money. But the most egregious example of this came when I contacted the Australian Electoral Commission, and a recorded message advised "customers" what to do. Please! I am a voter, an elector, a citizen but I am not a customer when it comes to exercising my democratic right. In fact, it's probably only in a shop that I can legitimately be called a customer.
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