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Chapter 3

Federal Government Initiatives

Senator Peter Cook

et me start by striking the gong, even if only
gently, for the involvement in women’s
issues of the ALP and the labour movement
in general. I do so for two reasons. The first
is that, certainly in comparison with the
non-Labor parties, the movement has
achieved much more than I thought was
possible when I first joined.

Those who deny that much progress has been made
on the political or union fronts, or indeed any progress,
should have shared my experience back in the 1960s
when I was working in Adelaide for the Federated
Clerks’ Union. This was a union whose membership in
those days epitomised the “ghetto-isation” of female
labour. It certainly had more than an academic interest
in the equal pay issue. This was a time when the ALP,
pushed and prodded by those who were to become
Ministers in the Whitlam Government, were at last
becoming committed to the issue.

The result was that (with the change in government
in 1972) there was a change of government attitude
towards the Equal Pay Case then before the
Conciliation and Arbitration Commission.
Announcement number one by the Whitlam-Barnard
duumvirate was to remit the prison sentences imposed
on the Vietnam refuseniks. Announcement number
two was that the Prime Minister had “authorised a
written application to the Industrial Registrar asking to
have the recent hearing on equal pay before the Full
Bench of the Arbitration Commission reopened”. Note
the priority.

The duumvirate announced 40 significant and urgent
policy decisions during its two weeks of office. Equal
pay, like the other 39, was the direct and logical
consequence of the policy development by the labour
movement in the preceding five or so years. The result
was a tide of social progress that attracted much fresh
talent into the ALP.

That was a party political broadcast. ButIhave a
non-political reason for making it. At both the federal
and State level, ALP policies had vigorously pursued
the interests of women through the suffrage, the pay
issues, access to social services and other civil rights.
Yet in the Party itself, certainly at the federal level,
women were all but invisible. Between federation and
the close of the Chifley era, there were nearly 30 ALP
federal conferences of one sort or another. Only 19 of

the delegates to all these conferences were women. The
ALP federal platform had included a commitment to
equal pay since 1936. But it was not carried out until
1972, except temporarily through emergency labour
laws during World War IL.

Women in Parliament

The ALP was not on its own in this; at least its
platform and policies mentioned women’s issues. But,
in terms of active involvement in issues by women or
their parliamentary representation the picture is almost
blank up to the Whitlam era. My point is that women'’s
issues were obviously up against a very deeply and
widely held tradition of prejudice or (at best) inertia.
Declarations of intent were not enough. It took the kind
of affirmative action envisaged by the Whitlam
Government to begin to break this tradition down.

Affirmative action was taken up within the ALP by
the committees established by Bill Hayden and led by
John Button. It was very actively supported by Susan
Ryan and her colleagues. Iacknowledge that the
struggle is far from won, inside or outside the labour
movement. But the result of affirmative action is that
the ALP has increased its receptiveness to women’s
issues and widened its vision of what can be done
about them.

The legacy can be seen in the programs of the Hawke
Government. Our commitment as employer to equal
employment opportunity is one of many examples.
Since we enacted EEO legislation in 1984, we have
achieved significant progress in the public service,
particularly at senior executive levels. But it is still the
case that people in the EEO target groups tend to be
over-represented in the less skilled, lower paid jobs in
the Australian Public Service (APS). Their rate of
progress has been slower than that of other
Commonwealth employees with the same
qualifications and period of service. In other words, the
Commonwealth shares with the private sector the
institutionalised consequences of our tradition.

We are tackling the problem in the APS with a four-
point approach. The first is to bring about a greater
degree of accountability to Ministers through regular
reporting by heads of departments and other
government agencies. The second is to increase EEO
awareness at management level through specific
training for executive and middle managers. The third






