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WOMEN AND WORKCHOICES

While there are greater numbers of women in the wor  kplace than ever before, women’s overall

position in the labour market is still less favoura
recent WorkChoices legislation will further increas

Despite the gains of the past few decades, women
are still a significantly disadvantaged group in
Australian workplaces. According to the Australian
Bureau of Statistics, an average woman on a full-time
wage earns only 84% of her male counterpart.

This discrepancy is a legacy of history. For a variety
of reasons, women are concentrated in low-paid and
poorly unionised service industries, in part-time and
casual employment. As a result, the economic status
of women lags far behind that of men - while the equal
pay principle was handed down in 1975, in reality
women'’s take-home wages lag far behind.

However, the Federal Government'’s current agenda
is doing little to promote womens’ equality in the
workforce. Over the past decade, successive
industrial relations changes have led to a wholesale
reduction in employees’ entittements, with more than
half of all new jobs being offered on a casual basis
with no paid leave. At the same time, childcare costs
have skyrocketed.

WorkChoices, introduced in 2006, overrides the
significantly better conditions on offer in the state
systems for many workers, and replaces the broad-
ranging award safety net with a small number of
minimum conditions. It allows the undercutting of
award minimums, and reduces the scope for
collective bargaining, which has in the past produced
good results for workers. As a result, women’s
position in the labour market has never been more
tenuous.
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WorkChoices fails to address:

the relatively high use of individual contracts in
retail, hospitality and clerical areas, cutting
many low-income women off from the benefits
of collective negotiation;

the prevalence of casual employment in these
feminised, low-paid industries. Casual
employees have no rights to sick leave, family
leave or annual leave, meaning that one in
three working women have no paid time off to
care for their family or for themselves;

the issue of paid parental leave, or even a
basic unpaid parental leave entitlement for
casual workers. With such a high proportion of
casual workers, one in three women has no
automatic right to return to her employment
after childbirth.

Instead, WorkChoices:

allows individual contracts to undercut award
penalty and overtime rates. New ‘flexibilities’
mean that workers can be required to work
longer hours for less money under an AWA,;

fails to properly ensure that workplace
flexibilities take family obligations into account.
This will disproportionately affect low-paid, low

skilled workers whose options are limited if their

employer wishes to utilise this new ability.

68% of women between the ages of 25 and 54
undertake some form of paid work.

Women comprise 44% of the workforce, including
over 70% of the part-time workforce.

An average woman on a full-time wage earns only
84% of a comparably skilled man’s full-time pay for
an ordinary week.

Women overall earned only 64% of total male
earnings in 2003/2004. This figure takes into account
the high proportion of female part-time workers.

50% of female employees work in the clerical and
service industries, which are the lowest paid
industries in Australia.

One-third of all female employees are employed on
a non-permanent basis, with no job security and
limited access to promotion and training.

40% of working mothers have no leave entitlements.

The cost of childcare has increased by 30% over the
past 2 years, while the minimum wage has increased
by only a few dollars, making work an increasingly
less viable option for many low-income working
mothers.
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