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Introduction

The concept of paid maternity leave is one that encourages women to believe that they should be in the paid work force after the birth of a baby. As soon as the number of weeks of paid leave has expired, the woman will be encouraged to return to full time work.

Although it may seem to allow the mother to have some additional time at home with her new baby, the underlying assumption is that the mother will return to work once that time has expired.

One of the key questions to be answered is whether the government and taxpayers should fund the payment of paid maternity leave. Our belief is that taxpayers and the government should not fund paid maternity leave. If employers, or the women themselves, wish to provide such schemes that is another matter altogether, although we believe it is not in the best interests of the Australian family.

Our submission is divided into four sections:

Section 1
The best situation for mothers and pre-school children

Section 2
What do mothers really want?

Section 3
The philosophy of paid maternity leave

Section 4
Should paid maternity leave be funded by the government and taxpayers?

Section 5
Some alternatives to paid maternity leave

 Section 1
The best situation for mothers and pre-school children

Children under pre-school age need the bonding that comes from interacting with their parents. Research is now showing that the years before attending school are crucial in the development of the child. 

The establishment of bonding, affection and discipline between mother and child are critical in the early years. 

Placing children in child care is not the best solution for the child or the mother. Recent research is showing the negative consequences of long term child care on a young child.

Section 2
What do mothers really want?

We acknowledge that some women want to pursue their career as well as have a family and that some women choose to put their child into child care in order to do that. Women should continue to have the right to do that. 

However, we also maintain that the majority of women would prefer to stay at home with their pre-school children if they had a real choice. 

This has been clearly documented in research undertaken in 2001 by Dr Mariah Evans and Dr Jonathan Kelley, published in the Monash University Journal People and Place (Vol 9, No 3, 2001) Table 1 from the article is reproduced at left. The article is inserted following this submission as Appendix 1.

Their research explored ideal and actual workforce participation of mothers with young children, using Australian data from the International Social Science Surveys/ Australia (IsssA)(1994 and 2001) and international data from the International Social Survey Programme (ISSP). 

The authors state, “In Australia, the IsssA asked a series of questions about the ideal activity for women full-time employment, part-time employment, or full-time homemaking at different stages of the life cycle.”

Regarding ideal preferences, the researchers found that 71% of mothers said they would prefer to stay at home to care for their children when they were young. A further 27% said that a part time job would be suitable whilst only 2% thought a woman should work full time. This gives an average of 6.4 hours per week. (See Table 1)

The authors also document the actual number of hours worked for Australian mothers with preschool children: 62 % are at home, 26% have part time work and 12 % work full time. The average number of hours worked per week is 10.1 hours. So women are actually working more than they think is acceptable. 

In a comparison with 24 nations, Australian mothers are among those who most prefer to stay at home with their children. The authors say, “Australian women are among the least employment -oriented in the developed world.”

They ask the important question, “Should Australian employment and childcare policy be based on the assumption that most Australian mothers of pre-school children show a  ‘strong attachment to employment’?”

The answer is NO, because the reality is that the vast majority of Australian mothers want to be, and in fact actually are, at home with their young children.

It is imperative that we as a society support the stated objective of the vast majority of women in Australia.

The data noted in the Explanatory memorandum for the Bill notes that “about 72 percent of women in the 20-45 age range are in paid work, so most will receive assistance through the Maternity Payment.” 

However, this statement does not take into account the work patterns of women in the time following the birth of a child – thus it is a VERY misleading statistic that is designed to falsely show that women with young children are all in the work force.  

It is time we acknowledged the desires of the vast majority of mothers and supported them in staying at home to care for their children if that is what they choose. 

Section 3
The philosophy of paid maternity leave

a) The concept of paid maternity leave assumes that women will return to the paid work force once their 3 months or 6 months or 1 year is completed. 

Paid maternity leave places an incredible burden on the woman because there is an expectation that she will have to return to work. 

The fact that she has been paid throughout her maternity leave places a perceived, or actual, obligation on the woman that she must return to work. This is totally unreasonable.

In an article in The Age on Friday 12 June, 2002, titled “Can Labor hear the women who want to be full-time mothers?”, (article is included as Appendix 2) sociologist Moira Eastman comments on research from the UK and Australia that confirms the fact that the majority of women want to stay at home with their babies and pre-school children. She says, “British sociologist Catherine Hakim has shown that on work-family issues British women fall into three groups. One is primarily attached to work and career, another to family and child rearing, and a third, while attached to family and child rearing, wants the option of part-time work. There is much evidence that Australian women also fall into these three groups.” This corresponds to the figures given above for women wanting to be at home with their children.

She goes on to say “The "attached primarily to family" group (which we have shown is very large) wants to ask additional questions. Will the scheme paradoxically make it harder to be a full-time mother? That is, will those who take the paid leave be required to return to work? Many workplaces already offer paid maternity leave with the requirement to return to work. Such schemes dramatically raise the percentage of mothers who return to full-time work within a year or so of giving birth.”

The proposed Bill notes that a woman would not be required to repay the maternity leave payment if she decided not to return to work after completing the maternity leave. This proposal is totally unworkable, and would be totally open to abuse. Many women would take the paid maternity leave option and could then decide not to return – thus giving themselves an additional 14 weeks salary – all at taxpayers’ (or the employer’s expense).

The reality is that many women do change their mind about returning to work after they become a mother.

We recommend that such a scheme not be implemented.

b) Paid maternity leave makes it hard for a woman to change her mind and stay 
at home.

Paid maternity leave will also make it incredibly difficult for women who think they want to return to work or feel they are under an obligation to do so when they find, after the baby’s birth, that they want to stay home with the baby. 

The reality is that, once a woman has the baby, she often changes her mind about returning to work as she realises that she wants to spend time with her precious new-born child. The following article highlights this change of focus and direction that can occur after a woman gives birth.

Cathy Sherry wrote, in an article in The Age on Sunday 13 January 2002: 

“I have never been, and don’t think I ever will be, a conservative thinker.
When I was a student, I swallowed whole the kind of ideas that Probert and Murphy propound [two researchers, from Monash who also published an article in ‘People and Place’]. I assumed that I would work when I had children and that I would use day care. I spent a lot of time harassing university officials about the lack of day care on campus and refused to believe their response that there was not a significant demand.

“When I held my first daughter in my arms, my ideas were turned on their head. I suddenly discovered that I belonged to a large proportion of women who feel passionately about motherhood; for whom their children will always be the most important part of their lives; who find the prospect of leaving their babies and young children with a carer they do not know physically and emotionally distressing. I discovered that the ferocious desire to care for your own children has no correlation to educational level, intelligence or political convictions.” 
(Article attached as Appendix 3)

We need to enable women to choose to stay at home and enable them to change their mind about what they want to do.
c) The provision of paid maternity leave is ultimately tied to the question of whether parents want (or need) increased availability of child care.

So do people want more access to child care facilities?

No - Families have said that they do not want additional availability of child care. 
Cathy Sherry notes in the same article,

 “Use of non-maternal care for babies and young children in Australia is low, rising steadily with age to peak at preschool. This is not for lack of availability of care. Asked if they needed more alternative care, 91 per cent of families said they did not (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 1999). Asked why, overwhelmingly the reply was that they preferred to look after their children themselves or their child was too young for care.”

Articles in the Herald Sun and The Age on Friday 12 July noted that some parents say they need more holiday programs and after school care programs – but this applies for children after they have started school, not in the years following birth.

Child care subsidies are another matter which currently favour women in the paid workforce. Such payments should be made available to the mother who can then choose whether she uses the amount for child care or uses it to assist her to stay home to care for her child (further discussion in the last section).

Evans and Kelley propose such a scheme in their research article:

“Policies such as directing payments to childcare centres (which favour employed mothers over homemakers and favour institutional care over personal care) should be replaced by payments to the mother. The mother could use these as a partial substitute for income forgone by her withdrawal from the labour force, or as payments to a grandmother, babysitter, or day care centre for childcare while she is at work, or for some combination of these options”

In Sweden, the government has adopted such a scheme whereby mothers are given a payment that is equivalent to the amount the government would pay for a subsidised child care place (around $12,000). The result has been that many women have chosen to use it to assist them to stay at home, rather than pay it to a child care centre.

d) The various proposals for paid maternity leave require financial commitments from government (ie taxpayers) and companies. 

This question will be covered in the next section.

e) In summary, the concept of paid maternity leave 

(i) favours women who choose to continue work after the birth of the baby instead of providing support to the majority of women who do not wish to return to work when their children are young.

(ii) favours women who are in the full time work force as opposed to women who may choose to be a full time homemaker or work part time following marriage. It discriminates against women who sacrifice advancement in their careers to give their babies the much needed bonding they deserve for the first year or two.

Section 4
Should paid maternity leave be funded by the government and taxpayers?

In a word – NO. 

It is not the role of governments or taxpayers to pay for paid maternity leave - especially since the vast majority of women in Australia do NOT want to work after the birth of their baby. We strongly oppose a paid maternity leave scheme that is funded by the government.

The government needs to be making policy decisions that are in the best interests of both the women of Australia and the children of Australia, not responding to the Union movement and the small percentage of women who want to work full time when their children are under school age.

Since this scheme does not treat all women equally it is unreasonable that taxpayers provide funding. 

One effect of this proposed paid maternity leave scheme is that a family that is making sacrifices to have one parent at home with the children and are managing on one income will in effect be subsidising those families who choose to have two parents working – this is absolutely unfair.

If the proposal was that women who worked could pay into a scheme that would provide maternity leave if and when required, or if the employer provided for paid maternity leave, possibly with contributions from employees, then this would perhaps be a different matter, although we believe that such schemes still impose an obligation on women to return to work.

Companies need to be encouraged to find ways of allowing mothers to work part time and allowing greater flexibility in employment options – and this applies to fathers as well!

Section 5
Some alternatives to paid maternity leave

Mothers, and families, need to be given genuine choices that allow them to freely choose, without financial disadvantage, the best option for their needs.

The paid maternity leave option is flawed and does not treat all people equally. Just because a woman plans to return to work after the birth of her baby – instead of staying home to care for it – doesn’t meant they should be financially rewarded for doing so.

Other proposals could be implemented to treat women equally and support women who stay at home.

Some suggestions that would allow this include:

a) A payment to all mothers that could be used for child care OR to assist her to stay at home with her children (as discussed above).

b) Income splitting for a family where one parent is at home and one parent working so that two tax-free thresholds apply.

c) A homemaker’s allowance that recognises the input by a mother and partially compensates for the lack of income as well as acknowledges the work done by a mother that would otherwise be down by a child care centre.

d) Improvements to the current taxation package – it does provide some incentives and increased thresholds for families where the mother stays at home when the children are under 5. However, many people do not understand this system and still feel discriminated against in comparison with the amount given out in child care subsidies. This financial assistance needs to be promoted and made clearer to families and the community.

Conclusion


Paid maternity leave is not the answer:

· It places an unfair obligation on women to return to work once their paid maternity leave expires. 

· It does not allow for women to change their mind about staying at home or working. 

· It does not reflect the real feelings of Australian women, who mostly want to stay at home when their children are young.

· It is an unfair burden on the taxpayer. A paid maternity leave scheme should definitely not be funded by the government and taxpayers.

· It discriminates against families who want to look after their own children at home.

· If such a scheme was implemented, it should not apply in adoption situations or to same-sex couples.

Thus, our conclusion is:

· It is time that we as a society considered what is the most desirable situation for the development of healthy families and the general community. 

· It is time to listen to what women really want and develop programs that will enable women to be at home with their babies and their pre-school children.

· It is time to reject this proposal for paid maternity leave and develop programs that are in the best interest of Australia’s families.

Peter and Jenny Stokes

SALT SHAKERS 

25 July AD 2002

 

Appendix 2

Can Labor hear the women who want to be full-time mothers?

By Moira Eastman
July 12 2002
The Age

John Button and Robert Manne in the pages of The Age have identified divides in the Labor Party. But there is another divide, one less recognised and also critical to Labor's electoral success - the divide over issues related to child care, work-family balance, and attachment to work versus attachment to family and child rearing.

Can John Button's "new class of labour movement professionals" within the ALP relate to both sides of this divide?

British sociologist Catherine Hakim has shown that on work-family issues British women fall into three groups.

One is primarily attached to work and career, another to family and child rearing, and a third, while attached to family and child rearing, wants the option of part-time work. There is much evidence that Australian women also fall into these three groups.

The International Social Science Survey shows that by far the largest group is the "attached to family and child-rearing" one. More than two-thirds of Australians believe mothers of pre-schoolers should not be in the workforce.

Sixty-nine per cent of Australians said in 2001 that being a full-time homemaker was the ideal option for mothers with children under six. When asked what their personal choice was, 81 per cent of women opted for full-time mothering.

The study's author, Melbourne University's Dr Mariah Evans, commented: "... this data shows that full-time homemaking is the morally preferred option by most people and it is the one that most women give highest rating to as an option for themselves."

It is clear then that for Australians, 81 per cent of mothers of pre-school children are attached primarily to family and child rearing. But where is the voice for these views in policy development?

Take, for example, the discussion of the proposed national maternity leave scheme. Virtually every news program commented on the ACTU's submission to the federal Sex Discrimination Commissioner recommending that Australia introduce a 14-week paid maternity leave scheme funded primarily by the Federal Government with a top-up by employers. Debate focused on the interests of unions, employers and government. The mothers and babies and families seemed strangely absent from the discussion.

The "attached primarily to family" group wants to ask additional questions. Will the scheme paradoxically make it harder to be a full-time mother? That is, will those who take the paid leave be required to return to work? Many workplaces already offer paid maternity leave with the requirement to return to work. Such schemes dramatically raise the percentage of mothers who return to full-time work within a year or so of giving birth.

Workplaces benefit financially if they retain their workers and their accumulated knowledge and do not need to engage in the expensive process of rehiring and training replacement workers.

Paid maternity leave followed by a rapid return to full-time work does not meet the needs of most Australian mothers and what most Australians feel is right for children (and mothers).

Perhaps what the "attached primarily to family" women most want to hear is some discussion of their views on mothering and some acknowledgement of the value of the work of mothering.

An explosion of research supports their views. For example, research into the development of children's brains increasingly shows the importance of secure attachment of children to mothers, especially in the first year, but throughout childhood.

Security of attachment is linked with lower rates of auto-immune diseases, increased ability to self-regulate emotions (resulting in less depression, aggression, and drug dependency), greater resilience to stress throughout life, and more positive relationships with peers, authority figures and romantic partners.

Attachment between mother and child is a process that develops slowly over the first years of life. To return to full-time work after 14 weeks puts that process at risk.

Breastfeeding has been associated with higher intelligence in infants and increased resistance to infection and auto-immune diseases. Breastfeeding is made more difficult by early return to work.

Can Labor win government without the support of the 81per cent of women who want to be full-time mothers of their pre-school children? Can it win without the support of the 69per cent of Australians who believe it is not good for pre-school children when mothers work?

A key plank in John Howard's successful strategy to win and hold government has been to frame policies that appeal to this group.

This is a hearts-and-minds issue, but Labor is hamstrung by its unexamined belief that the desire to be full-time parents is "conservative".

Can John Button's "new class of labour movement professionals" even allow themselves to listen to what the "family attached" workers want? Can they review this outpouring of research with open minds? Can they devise processes that mean the "attached to family and child-rearing" group is given a voice in policy formation proportional to its numbers in the community?

Melbourne sociologist Moira Eastman is the author of Family the Vital Factor.

Appendix 3

PARENTING TRANSCENDS POLITICS
By CATHY SHERRY

The Age (http://www.theage.com.au/news/state/2002/01/13/FFX4TIY9CWC.html)

Sunday 13 January 2002

In the most recent edition of Monash University’s publication People and Place, Belinda Probert and John Murphy state that arguments based on “what women really want” in relation to family and work “have tended to be mobilised by researchers and policy activists who seek to defend what are generally seen as more conservative, or at least unfashionable, policy measures”. Probert and Murphy argue that such thinking has been strongly represented by commentators such as Bettina Arndt and me.

I find it a source of frustration that academics such as Probert and Murphy seek to claim high moral ground for their beliefs by labelling those who do not agree with them conservative. In relation to my own ideas, I would like to set the record straight.

I have never been, and don’t think I ever will be, a conservative thinker.

When I was a student, I swallowed whole the kind of ideas that Probert and Murphy propound. I assumed that I would work when I had children and that I would use day care. I spent a lot of time harassing university officials about the lack of day care on campus and refused to believe their response that there was not a significant demand.

When I held my first daughter in my arms, my ideas were turned on their

head. I suddenly discovered that I belonged to a large proportion of women who feel passionately about motherhood; for whom their children will always be the most important part of their lives; who find the prospect of leaving their babies and young children with a carer they do not know physically and emotionally distressing. I discovered that the ferocious desire to care for your own children has no correlation to educational level, intelligence or political convictions.

Work is still important to me. I laughed with recognition when I read a

recent essay by fellow Partisan writer Joanna Murray-Smith. She wrote: “I play with the baby then put him to bed and run to the desk. I need him to sleep in order to write, but curiously the intensity of love keeps my mind sharp.” That sounds familiar.

But, as with most mothers, work will never be as important as my children and I will not compromise their care in order to work, soothing my own conscience with the conviction that society has wrongly made women feel guilty about satisfying their own needs. When our needs conflict, as they sometimes do, the children’s win. That is not being a doormat; it is being a good parent. The shame is not that women make these compromises, but that men often do not.

My experience of having children was so at odds with the work-focused form of feminism of which we hear so much that I was prompted to start

researching this area. I discovered that I was not part of an odd,

baby-obsessed minority, but that my views on motherhood are common. Use of non-maternal care for babies and young children in Australia is low, rising steadily with age to peak at preschool. This is not for lack of availability of care. Asked if they needed more alternative care, 91 per cent of families said they did not (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 1999). Asked why, overwhelmingly the reply was that they preferred to look after their children themselves or their child was too young for care.

This is not to say that women don’t want to work. They do, but in ways that allow them to still care for their children most of the time. Failure to respect this desire is the flaw in academic work such as Probert’s. In a lecture last year, Probert acknowledged that the “great majority of mothers of young children in the 1990s think that young children should be with their mothers” and were not confident about the benefits of child-care centres. Rather than crediting mothers with the ability to determine what is good for children, Probert said that these doubts about care were not based on “evidence or sound knowledge of human development” but were, in fact, “more likely to be ideological”. In other words, reservations about child care and convictions about the indispensability of maternal care are ignorant. It is this kind of patronising work, itself ideological driven, that needs to be challenged.

What I seek to do in my writing is highlight that being a mother is

important - for individual women, for the community and, most obviously, for children. Work matters, very much, but we will make little headway unless we start with the understanding that most women will put their children first and fit their work in accordingly. We should direct our efforts not to changing women but to changing the workplace.
Table 1: Mother’s moral views on ideal activity pattern while children are under age six, Australia, 1994 and 2001�
�
Do you think women should work outside the home full-time, part-time, or not at all...


When there are children under six?�
�
�
2001 per cent�
1994 per cent�
(Implied hours of employment)�
�
Job: full-time�
2�
3�
40 hours�
�
Job: part-time�
27�
33�
20 hours�
�
Stay at home�
71�
64�
0 hours�
�
Total�
100�
100�
�
�
Number of cases�
505�
624�
�
�
Mean Hours�
6.4�
7.8�
�
�







