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Chapter 2

Women and Work: Opposition’s Policy

Senator Jocelyn Newman

ome would claim that the Coalition sees the
woman’s role as in the home - the
stereotypical housewife dressed in an apron
and gloves, toiling behind a white picket
fence.

While this most definitely is not so, it suits some
people with a particular agenda to portray the
Coalition that way, to make us look out of touch with
the realities of life in Australia today or with women’s
needs and wishes. '

The Coalition’s Fightback package addresses many
issues of importance to women, but for the purposes of
this conference I intend to discuss our policy on
employment and unemployment, education and
training, industrial relations, child care and retirement
income.

Fightback is geared to two major objectives; producing
a profitable private sector so that real and lasting jobs
can be produced (2 million during the decade) and
reducing the burden on families with dependant
children.

These must be looked at in the context of protecting
the vulnerable and encouraging material savings by
weaning the nation off debt through a tax-free national
savings scheme, home ownership assistance and
changes to superannuation. Surely the availability of
jobs and financial independence has to be the most
important issue for all of us.

I do not need to spell out the horror statistics on
unemployment. There are in excess of half a million
women under or unemployed.

According to a recent labour market study by the
Editor of the Australian Bulletin of Labor, Professor Mark
Wooden, high levels of unemployment are partly the
result of the inability of the labour market to
accommodate the recent increase in the number of
women in the workforce. He argues that, due to the
reduction in real wages, families that may have relied
on one wage, now have both spouses working and, in a
related development, there has been a big move from
full-time jobs to part-time jobs. But, the study shows
that all the new part-time employees would have
preferred jobs offering longer hours. And so, for the
majority of women, the myth of the kept woman, can
be buried.

Seventy per cent of women between the age of 20 and
55 are in the workforce.! The irony is that, in spite of
the prevalence of the dual-income family, most women

are in low-paying jobs with little opportunity for
promotion and can’t get what they want, or need, in
terms of work.

The Opposition’s policy addresses issues of both
employment and unemployment. We hold the view
that a life of welfare dependency should be prevented
wherever possible for the sake of the individual and the
nation. To that end we will help women who are sole
parents to work rather than encourage them to stay out
of employment. About 39,700 sole parents were
unemployed in February this year and all but 2,000 of
these sple parents were women.?

Our:intention is to end the sole parents benefit when
the last child reaches the age of 12, rather than the
current age of 16, and help these parents get back into
the workforce. There will be no waiting period when
making the transition to the Job Search Allowance
(JSA). The Austrain training wage program will be
available after six months on the JSA. Those genuinely
unable to find work after nine months will be eligible
for the Special Benefit, there will be increased childcare
assistance and a $300 increase in their Employment
Entry Payments to help with initial work related costs.
Currently 65 per cent of all mothers in the workforce
have children under 123

We do no kindness to the mother on her own if we do
not help her to achieve financial independence.

The Opposition does not believe that older people
should be compelled to cease work and we intend to
abolish the compulsory retirement age.

A 1986 Australian Bureau of Statistics survey found
that of the 275,300 people who retired at 65, only 2 per
centno'Tonger wanted to work.* This measure will help
the 69 per cent of female age pensioners ° to stay on a
“living wage” for longer if they so wish. In line with
our non-discriminatory arrangements, the pension age
for women will be gradually phased from 60 to 65.
With a life expectancy of 80 compared to 74 for men, ¢
the opportunity for women to remain in work if they
wish to, will make a significant difference to their
quality of life in retirement.

The Coalition does not believe that unemployment
benefits should be paid to people who do not actively
look for work. We will tighten administration of the Job
Search Allowance and end automatic entitlement after
nine months. During that nine-month period, job-
seekers will be eligible to join the Work-for-Benefit
program which offers relevant work experience, and
after six months on the JSA they can join Austrain
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which will provide employment opportunities at
training wage rates.

To guard against poverty traps, employers will not
be able to pay a training wage which is less than the
rate of the Austrain benefit. However, for genuine job-
seekers unable to find work after nine months, we will
have a safety net in place. While they meet the “look-
for-work” requirements and until they secure work
they will be eligible for a Special Benefit. Of course, for
these measures to be effective there need to be jobs.

GST Integral to Fightback

Integral to the Coalition’s Fightback reform package is
our Goods and Services Tax (GST) proposal because it
enables reform of the tax system. This is an essential
and fundamental part of the restructuring of the
Australian economy which is intended to restore
prosperity to the business community and to create two
million jobs over the decade.

Businesses in Australia are currently burdened by
huge taxes and charges and are not competitive
internationally. We have committed ourselves to
abolish $20 billion dollars of business taxes, that is half
of the total business tax that the business community
pays today. Some of those taxes are lethal in terms of
their impact on jobs. Pay roll tax is a good example.
Even the Prime Minister has conceded that abolition of
pay roll tax will create 200,000 jobs.

The removal of fuel excise and sales tax from
businesses such as the transport industry, will have an
enormous impact on the profitability of most
Australian businesses. In this vast country our freight
costs are a major business overhead. Improved
profitability will help business expand to produce the
jobs that are needed. But it is not only the provision of
jobs that we need, it is also improvements in the return
people get from their labour, their net reward, as much
as what they actually negotiate or get by way of award
that is important.

Substantial cuts to tax rates and the raising of the tax-
free threshold to $7,000 will encourage Australians to
work longer and save more without losing the benefit
through tax. However, there is no way we can
compete in the world market with an unskilled
workforce. Standards of education and training in
Australia are another factor in our decline. Except for
Greece, Australia has the OECD’s lowest proportion of
students in vocational training.” Last year we had
150,000 young Australians who could not get into
TAFE colleges and other forms of technical education.?
We had 50,000 who could not get into university.?

One of the keys to Australia’s future has to be to
make sure our workforce is well educated with
relevant employment skills, skills related to demands
in the employment market. We are committed to
ensuring Australia is not left behind.

Women, especially, have very easily been corralled
into a fairly limited range of skills and therefore a

limited range of employment. Girls should be
encouraged to study for the less traditional options at
school such as maths and sciences. They do not realise
until they leave school just how relevant those subjects
are to what they might want to achieve. They think
about a job, not a career, and they choose subjects they
like without thinking about where these will lead in
terms of work.

While the retention rate to Year 12 has increased, and
there has been a pleasing increase in girls going on to
tertiary education, a 1990 government report, Subject
Choice in Senior Secondary School, shows subject
enrolment patterns differed little from tradition. Girls
need to consider carefully the wages and career
prospects for some of the so-called male dominated
occupations, compared to the outlook in the
traditionally femalé dominated occupations.

Typically, girls choose from a small range of possible
jobs identified as appropriate to women. In addition,
many parents assume their daughter’s work is not as
important to their future as their son’s.

But the realities for girls in the labour market are
becoming more urgent. Girls will work for at least 30
years of their adult life. Because they work largely in
retail and manufacturing they are vulnerable to
industry and economy changes and thus future
security. And the reality that one in three Australian
marriages ends in divorce means women must support
themselves.”” The planning for their future career must
start at school. We have to make sure that girls develop
several options and that they get relevant counselling,
and relevant work experience.

The present Government’s bureaucratic approach
and ideology of centralist control and support for
excessive union power has led to its failure to address
any of the significant structural issues damaging
Australian schooling or to ensure higher levels of skills
training. Fightback commits us to developing world-
class schools. This will involve an additional $3 billion
of expenditure over the rest of this decade.

Women especially will benefit from the creation of an
additional 25,000 new, fully funded Technical and
Further Education (TAFE) places. It is the sector which
is of most value to women trying to re-enter the
workforce. However more funds and more places will
be provided right across the tertiary sector. We do not
believe that the fount of all wisdom lies in the Canberra
bureaucracy. We consider TAFE decisions should be
taken at the State and local level so as best to respond
to regional needs.

Workplace Reform

Australia’s system is failing its workers. We need
workplace and industry reform centred on a high skill,
high wage, high employment approach to achieving
international competitiveness. Reforms in Fightback
provide us with the strategy to do just that! With the
Coalition’s industrial relations policy women will not
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have to become a member of a union which has shown
little interest in them in the past. They can however
voluntarily choose such membership.

They may choose to stay in the centralised system,
but where employees and employers agree, they can
negotiate either enterprise or personal contracts. Those
who stay in the centralised system are likely to find
before long that those on enterprise contracts are doing
better. Women will be freer than they are now to
negotiate either individually or with the help of a
workplace committee, their union or alternative
advocate, with their employers for the multitude of
variations which go to making up a package of pay and
conditions under enterprise bargaining.

If a union remains relevant to its members, it will
survive. S50 many Australian unions have ignored
women in the past, they will only have themselves to
blame if their members look for alternative bargaining
agents. Some unions have actively prevented women
from getting the part-time or casual work they want.

Women will be able to negotiate different
arrangements for the different stages in their lives. For
example, employees will find maximum income to be a
prime concern at some stages in life; at other stages the
opportunity for shorter working hours, coupled with a
smaller income, will be more important. For other
employees the opportunity to negotiate a package
which includes some assistance with child care will
take priority, while for others, a package which
emphasises superannuation needs or elder-care may be
more important.

Study Shows Women Want Flexiblity

A 1990 University of Melbourne survey" of 626
female and 560 male retail managers, found women
wanted, and were motivated by, more flexible working
hours, company recognition and greater training
opportunities. These values were placed ahead of
money, which was not evident as a key motivator for
many women. The study shows that simple cost-
effective policies for personal development, flexibility
and control over work and family commitments would
provide that much needed encouragement for women
to pursue managerial careers.

The Employment Contracts Act in New Zealand has
been in operation since mid 1991 and results of benefits
for employees are being confirmed showing that labour
market reform has introduced flexibility without
lowering employment conditions or standards. For
instance, in March 1992, inflation was at 1 per cent,
there was a 1.3 per cent growth in gross domestic
product (GDP) for the previous quarter, there was a
NZ$2 billion merchandise trading surplus and
unemployment figures were levelling off and were
lower than prevailing rates in Australia.

Ninety per cent of employees covered by contracts
registered with the Department of Labour received
wage increases, and in 53 per cent of cases those

increases were greater than the rate of inflation. A
more recent New Zealand Department of Statistics
employment survey also shows an annual increase of
2.9 per centin total average weekly earnings at a time
when inflation was running at 0.8 per cent.

One of the most fundamental changes is that unions
must now demonstrate their worth to members. The
full implications of this change are clearly evident.
Only one per cent of the 1,200 strong workforce at the
Comalco Bluff Aluminium Smelter, in the South Island,
remain in unions and productivity has increased 40 per
cent.

I spoke recently to Robyn Leeming, a sociologist and
an executive at Fletcher Duroid, an insulation
manufacturing company in Auckland. She told me
there is strong evidence that women, who particularly
suffered under union power with restrictive work
practices and inflexible national awards, are benefiting
from the Act.

An example is the traditional “women’s work” area
of clerical work. The New Zealand clerical workers
union failed to service its members who were
consistently paid lower rates than non-unionised
private secretaries. Membership dropped significantly
and the union recently folded. She said there have
been no outcries from women of exploitation since the
introduction of the new Act but quite a few outbursts
about how disgraceful the old system was.
understand from the New Zealand Minister for Labour
that there have been only 199 complaints from
individuals received by his department in the first year
of the new system.

Other evidence comes from the female employee
dominated clothing industry. In New Zealand there is a
clothing firm in a provincial town. It is a CMT (cut,
make and trim) operation that employs 50 staff, mostly
women, where traditionally a large percentage of costs
were labour costs. Two years ago the women working
for this firm almost lost their jobs; the company was
losing money and the bank was ready to pull the plug.

However management and staff abandoned standard
wage rates and moved to a piece rate system under
which their workers would receive 65 per cent of the
CMT price. Within a month output doubled, the firm
was in profit, jobs had been saved and instead of
getting the award rate of $320 a week, these women are
now paid $430 a week and the company is employing
more women.

Similarities with New Zealand

A review of the Act by the New Zealand Employers
Federation also showed there is a great deal more
communication as agreements encourage people to talk
to each other — and that is an essential component of
successful management.

I use these New Zealand examples because, while the
Opposition’s industrial relations policy is not the same
as New Zealand'’s, there are similarities, and the early
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