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BPW Australia represents the interests of working women across Australia and takes the voices of women to government policy makers – and these voices are increasingly saying that Australia should catch up with the rest of the world and offer paid maternity leave to Australian women.  

BPW Australia released a policy statement on paid maternity leave in 2001.  This submission to the Senate Employment, Workplace Relations & Education Committee, builds on that statement.  It has been informed by comprehensive research and by input and commentary from BPW members.

A number of BPW Clubs around Australia have conducted focussed discussions on PML and submitted their views for inclusion in this paper.  It is clear that this is an issue about which working women feel strongly.  

BPW members comprise a broad range of working women that is representative of women across Australia.  They include

· women from all age groups and with a range of family structures

· women from cities and suburbs and from regional, rural and remote Australia 

· women with varying levels of education and experience and from many different backgrounds

· women with a diversity of linguistic and cultural backgrounds

· women in both paid and unpaid work, and usually trying to balance both 

· women who work at many different levels in large and small corporations, in all tiers of government and in small and micro businesses – including women who own their own businesses.

As such, this compiled report will comprise a significant distillation of the views of Australian women.  Given the diversity of women who are members of BPW, it is inevitable that there is a wide range of views held especially about the detail of a PML scheme.  BPWA has a core program for members under 35 that is part of an international network – our Young BPW program.  These younger members have been especially encouraged to put their views forward for incorporation into this paper.

However the members share a commitment to gaining and maintaining benefits for Australian women that support women, men and families. 

… it is the little things that create the differences; 

… in the big things of life we are as one.

BPW Collect

1. Support for a national scheme of PML

BPW Australia remains committed to the introduction of PML in Australia.  It is a right in most other countries and should be extended to all Australian women.  Yes, we have a whole year of maternity leave with guaranteed return to work (but only for women in certain work situations) which is greater than some other countries, but our paid maternity leave provisions are woefully behind our trading partners.

BPWA is disappointed that of the 160+ countries that have signed CEDAW (since NZ has introduced paid maternity leave and a number of US states are introducing legislation to enable access to unemployment benefits for 12 weeks) Australia is the only developed nation that has neither state nor national provision for paid maternity leave.  No woman in Australia is legally entitled to paid maternity leave – a unique position amongst developed nations and not one to be proud of.

Working women across Australia need paid maternity leave.  Not just women who work in large corporations or wealthy institutions.  Not just women who work in government or senior and professional women who can negotiate such terms.  Paid maternity leave needs to be made available to women in factories, women working in small businesses that make up such a large sector of our workforce and women running those businesses.

And Australia needs its working women to have paid maternity leave.  In other countries where such civilised provisions exist – which is the majority of the world, they have less cause to worry about a rapidly declining birth rate with women increasingly choosing career over family formation.  

Surveys suggest that 76% of Australians support PML and 70% believe that children are better off at home with a parent especially in those first crucial weeks.  PML will improve the health and safety of Australian babies and their mothers. 

Laila Harre, New Zealand's Minister of Women's Affairs, has observed (The Australian Sep 2002) that

Paid parental leave reflects the fact that neither having children nor working is a lifestyle choice. Both are something society needs women to do, and in return we need to ensure that money doesn't dictate whether or not a woman takes a healthy amount of time off work following the birth of a child. 

BPWA believes that PML should be nationally funded with significant financial support from the federal government. It should be a joint venture between the beneficiaries, employers and government. We particularly acknowledge that small and micro business have limited resources to contribute to PML for their employees but we would not want women working in this sector, including the owners of those businesses, to be denied access to PML.

OBJECTIVES

2. Primary objectives for PML 

Extending PML to Australian women should be based on principles of equity of access.  Women need and want to work for the same reasons that men do – to support themselves and their families and to build their own careers. 

This is a social issue more than a work related one. It must also be recognised and dealt with as a family and community issue, not a women's issue.  Children have mothers and fathers, and the decisions that women may make about delaying childbirth or not having babies impact also on men who want children. 

We should acknowledge that women need more choices and fewer compromises. PML should be seen as one program in a suite of family policies that support working parents, and as one of a number of mechanisms to reverse the declining fertility rates that Australia is experiencing. 

Equity of access

PML is about supporting young infants to give them the best start in life.  At the moment 30% of female employees can access PML, which means that 70% can’t.  PML is available to 59% of women who work for governments – and as taxpayers, we all provide support to women on government salaries to receive PML.  It is available to only 23% of private workplaces. The federal government has awarded its own staff 12 weeks of PML but made no provision for other working women. The government is discriminating by paying its women employees and overlooking the equal needs of those working in the private and not-for-profit sectors.  This inappropriate and inequitable double standard is impossible to justify.  Babies deserve the same level of care whether their mother worked in the government or private sector. 

BPW Australia believes that we need a scheme that addresses this inequality and makes PML available to all women equally. It should not discriminate between women working in the public, private or non-government sectors, nor between large, small and micro businesses.  It should be made available to women who are employees and employers and those that are self-employed. Women comprise a significant proportion of small and micro business and they face unacceptable choices not between just family and career but between family and closing down a viable business and putting staff out of work.  

Women’s right to choose paid work and need to balance work and family

Women may choose to work in different ways – paid or unpaid work, full-time or part-time are all valid choices.  However for most women the choice in the end is frequently not a philosophical one.  It is about finances and viable childcare options, job opportunities and relevant experience, skills and education levels, family support structures and self-confidence.  If they had an uncompromised choice, many women would still choose to work and to build a career.  

For many though there is no such choice.  The working situations of many women do not necessarily reflect their first preferences, but are a result of compromise and unevenly distributed life opportunities. Interrupted work histories, family commitments and the increasing costs of childcare are often the influencing factors. The statistics on employment do not reveal the levels of unemployment and under-employment within families.  Before a family can benefit from any family friendly work practices, it needs to be represented in the workforce.   

Home ownership is still a dream of most Australians.  To achieve this for families, both parents usually need to work to contribute to the family income in order to meet mortgage commitments.  For many Australian families it takes two incomes just to get over the poverty line or even to pay rent in major capital cities.  Many families simply cannot afford to have children, or to have a second or third child, if it results in the loss of one income for an extended period.  The birth of a child impacts immediately and significantly on the family budget in terms of both increased cost and decreased income.  With the increase in women's access to education, it is becoming more common for the woman’s salary to be higher than the man’s, and that presents particular challenges when deciding about starting a family.

National responsibility for provision

If we want Australia’s women to have babies, if Australian men want to be fathers, if families are truly the centre of our culture as we say and an economic growth necessity, then we need to adopt national policies and legislation that make it easier to form and care for families.  We need to recognise that the debate is about children and families, fathers and mothers. We need family policies that recognise the pressures that working people operate under and support those families that are making the most direct of investments in Australia’s future.  

Some BPW members have said that they would feel guilty about being paid for a period of caring for a newborn baby, whereas women in most of the rest of the world where families are genuinely valued accept it as a matter of course.  Why is this the case?  Is Australia really family centred as we claim? Is parenthood valued? Or is this mere rhetoric?  Are our national policies centred on the welfare of business over families? We need policies that genuinely value child rearing as well as workplace achievements – and not just as means to keep women home but not counted in the unemployment statistics.

Australian taxpayers, whether they have children or not, have always contributed to creating families and raising the next generation.  They pay for schools and paediatric hospitals.  They supplement childcare costs and pay maternity benefits.  PML is an extension of this.  All these funding schemes recognise that creating the next generation is a responsible job that we need families to do.  They also recognise that this creates the next generation of taxpayers – the ones that will be paying the pensions of all Australians, not just of those that parented those taxpayers when they were children.  Those that don’t benefit directly from the funding that Australia invests in creating and supporting families, benefit when those families then contribute to caring for them when they are aged or infirm – and it would have cost them far more than their share of the taxes to raise those children.

BPWA supports the concept of universal responsibility in that entitlements should be based on a broad based levy, not be borne solely by individual employers.

Fertility rates

BPW Australia acknowledges that the future Australian economy is dependent on population growth.   One way to grow the economy is to encourage families to grow more young Australians.  PML is one such support mechanism.  Tax deductibility of childcare would be another.

International experience is indicative – Italy and Spain discourage women from returning to work after childbirth and have low fertility rates; Norway and France, where women are expected and encouraged to return to work, have high fertility rates and women are supported by PML and childcare schemes.

PML would not of itself end the fertility strike, but it would make it possible for some couples to consider starting a family earlier than they might otherwise and possibly finding time to have a second child before the clock ticks too far.  

3. Costs and benefits for business

BPW Australia believes that paid maternity leave should be available to Australian women whatever their work circumstances. Other countries have had PML for years and businesses haven’t gone broke – because business generally doesn’t have to pay the full cost and in some countries pays nothing at all.   

Data shows that 27% of women on maternity leave return to work inside 12 months and 52% of women return to work before their youngest child is 2.  In past decades female employees had babies in their early 20s when they were relatively junior in their workplaces.  The average age of pregnancy now is nearly 30 yrs old; at this age these women are experienced and qualified staff that are hard to replace.  

There are benefits to business of offering PML, which is why many larger government departments and corporations make such provisions.  They have admitted that they offer such leave because it makes good business sense – they attract and retain good staff and reduce the impost of training and then losing people. 

The costs of retraining vs retention are significant.  In 1999 Westpac estimated it cost $40 000 to replace a woman with 8 yrs experience, $60 000 for a senior manager.   Of 1 000 women pa that took parental leave, Westpac needed only 77 to return to work to cover the costs of 6 weeks paid leave. They claim to have saved $6 million when they introduced PML in 1995 and the resignation rate reduced by 50%.  That’s a real baby bonus for business.

PML doesn’t stand alone.  A corollary of increasing women's rate of return to work is the need for accessible and affordable child care covering the hours that women work and family friendly work arrangements that take account of the demands of young babies.  Family friendly arrangements are more often sought in female dominated industries and professions.  In male dominated sectors such as computing, the ACTU reports that only 16% of women have children.  This may well mean that those who do have children leave the sector – a great drain to those businesses that have trained those women at considerable cost.     

If employers are required to contribute financially to PML, and it is acknowledged that small and micro businesses could not afford this, then it should be as a top-up so they keep the advantage of being an employer of choice.  There should be a ceiling based on turn-over below which there is no expectation that employers would contribute.  Some more lucrative businesses, such as smaller law firms, could afford to pay PML whereas similarly sized businesses in other sectors could not.

ACCI has said that 

the debate about PML will do no justice to working parents if it becomes a bidding war between political parties or an industrial campaign by the trade union movement.  

BPWA believes the debate should focus on families and the value that Australia places on parenting and children.  Businesses need to understand that programs that enable  parents to remain in the workforce are essential to the health of the economy and thereby to their bottom lines and their shareholder support. Parents comprise a large proportion of Australia’s workforce and 70% of women of childbearing age are in paid work.  Relying on young people with no children to keep business afloat is self-limiting – there won’t be enough of them to go around if parents are not encouraged to remain in the paid workforce, and even less young people further down the track if the fertility strike continues.  A little long term collective business planning is called for.

The good news is that younger company directors see the need for and benefits of PML.  A poll by AICD of their members found 61% of women and 38% of men support 3 months PML as a standard condition of employment.  Younger directors were more supportive.  When the old guard moves on, when the gender balance on boards is addressed, clearly PML is much more likely to be part of the Australian work culture as it is in the rest of the world.  But can we wait that long?

One of BPWA’s major concerns is women who run their own businesses. Women's  record in small and micro business has been impressive, although recently losing some ground. Many of our members fall in this category. They and their partners have to choose between a family and a business, the business that might just be paying the mortgage that puts the roof over their heads and buys the cradle. Such women are choosing not to have a family because they can’t afford to be out of work for any length of time – especially if they employ other staff which would have to be put off.  It’s a dreadful pressure to put couples under and not a choice women should have to be making.

Women in many parts of Europe don’t have to close down a business to have a baby; maternity payments can be used to keep someone minding the business so they can go back to it later.  It isn’t in the government’s interest to have these businesses shut down, and in closing down they may put others out of work as well.  Starting a business becomes a more attractive option for women when PML is available. 

4.
Significance to working women 

Families are having babies later  - men and women are tending to reproduce at their career peak. Men maintain their career largely uninterrupted; women make difficult decisions. The earlier we start a family, the less financially secure we are.  The later we leave it, the higher the health risk to mother and baby.  It is getting harder to decide when the time is right, and by the time we decide it might already be wrong.

Women are entering tertiary education and the workforce at similar and sometimes greater rates than men. Almost 50% of women between 15 and 24 are continuing their education – double the rate 30 years ago.  Both young women and young men are studying longer, and this often translates into delayed independence compared with their parents’ generation.  It is no longer unusual for a young person to be still living with their parents in their late 20s.  This later independence means that relationships begin later and child-bearing is further delayed.  The clock ticks on.

Children in their crucial early teens also need parental supervision and many women are having to make the decision to leave paid employment to look after teenagers and thereby sacrificing their future independence.

Women have become less trusting of men to support them and their children through life.  The divorce rates are scary.  Subconsciously or consciously, women want to be sure that they could manage financially if they found themselves alone and still look after their children. Women are increasingly waiting to start a family until they are financially secure, their career is sufficiently on track to take time out or after a string of relationships they finally find a man that they trust to help parent their child.

A guarantee of ongoing employment is probably the most important factor that makes women feel secure enough to risk taking a work or career break to have a baby.  The 12 months of unpaid maternity leave is greatly appreciated by couples planning a family, and its extension to casual staff is likely to have an even greater impact.  Some women's groups have suggested that 2 years would be even better.
Will paid maternity leave encourage more women to start families, or merely assist those already planning a family?  Will it make the difference between one child or two? France, where PML is paid for 6 months, has experienced an increase in the fertility rate.  The Australian Financial Review in February reported that countries with the highest female workforce participation rates, which also tend to be those with generous childcare provisions, PML and equal employment policies, have experienced the smallest declines in fertility rates.  

Women are insufficiently informed about their own fertility.  After the age of 27 our fertility starts to decline until at 40 half of our eggs have abnormal chromosomes – rising to 90% in the next few years.  Too many women find themselves on the IVF treadmill because they wait too long.  We have the lowest fertility rate in Australia’s recorded history.  In Sweden where childcare is provided for working parents, working women have 2.3 children on average.  In Australia the average is only 1.7 children per family.  

Prof Peter McDonald of ANU found in a recent report into declining fertility rates that couples are choosing to be childless as a result of work demands.  It is predicted that 28% of today’s young women won’t have children. The ACTU survey found that professional women working long hours were up to 4 times less likely to have children.  Maybe that means childless women are 4 times more likely to have senior jobs and work long hours.  Or that they don’t have time to form relationships that result in partnerships and families.  Whatever the cause, we do know that most senior executive men have children and most senior executive women don’t.

Women used to rely on long service leave for maternity support – but Australians often don’t realise that this arrangement is peculiar to this nation, based on the old colonial days when after 10 years in the colonies you were given 3 months for a boat trip ‘home to Blighty’ (1 month on the boat, 1 with the folks, another month travelling back to the antipodes). With changing work patterns, casualisation and enterprise bargaining, LSL is much less available than it used to be.  This may be one reason why there hasn’t been so much pressure to implement PML in past years, but there is now.

On average, 20 to 59 year old men are in full-time paid work for more than 18 years compared to 11 years for women, and in 2000 women's pay remained around 80% of men’s.  To a great extent this lack of pay equity reflects women having babies. 

PML will have a flow-on financial benefit for many women right through to their retirement.  Women like men are expected to be able to support themselves in their retirement.  One of the reasons why women in general have such low retirement incomes compared to men is the unfunded break that that they have had to take to have children. Men make no such sacrifices to enjoy a family.  With PML, more women will be able to keep paying into their superannuation and maintain the continuity that is so essential to their financial security in retirement.

A recent study of British women suggests that 14% of women are home centred, 16% are work centred and 70% are adaptive (trying to balance both work and family). Also home centred women have twice as many children as work centred women.  It is proposed that policies to support women to start families and to reduce the fertility strike should be focussed on the 70% for whom they would make a difference because home centred and work centred women would be unaffected by changes in policy directions – their decisions are made and are unlikely to be influenced. 

Certainly the recently introduced ‘baby bonus’ scheme will not influence women to have babies, or to have them earlier. At the recent government population conference Prof McDonald criticised the baby bonus as poorly targeted and unhelpful in supporting families to combine work and family formation. Like other tax-break schemes it unfairly offers more benefits to women on higher salaries, but still not enough to make a difference.  As such it is expensive, ineffective and poorly directed and rather than encouraging women to have children, discourages those that do have babies from returning to work even part-time. BPW members have suggested that this money could be better spent on making childcare more accessible and affordable. 

In their contributions to this paper, our Young BPWs support PML but have raised some concerns.  One of our state Young BPWs believes that it doesn’t matter whether or not a woman uses the provision, it is having the choice that makes the difference.  Without PML, she faces the prospect of not having children because of the risk that this will impact greatly on her ambitions for a career.  PML offers the opportunity of both options – career and family – because financially she won’t be disadvantaged.  She is nevertheless concerned about discrimination against young women in employment if the scheme was costly to the employer. “Women have fought long and hard to be recognised in the workplace as contributing members and it would be awful if PML was to in some way impact negatively on that.” These concerns are widely held amongst our younger members.  

STRUCTURE OF THE SCHEME

5.
Payment for both men and women 

A number of BPWA members have advocated flexibility whatever PML scheme is introduced, and stressed that this would need to allow for PML payments to be shared across both mum and dad at the discretion of the couple.  It is the right of the parents, not the state, to choose what care arrangements suit their child and their family. This principle should apply to both paid and unpaid maternity leave.

Parents need the flexibility to choose how payments are spent.  Consideration should be given to extending the scheme to allow parents to choose to cash in PML payments to fund childcare over a longer period.  

In April it was reported that the European Union had proposed in the interest of equality at work that fathers should be allowed to take unpaid paternity leave in place of their partners.  The justification of this policy stance should make no difference whether the leave is paid or unpaid.  New Zealand recognised this when they developed their PML scheme and it allows mothers to transfer their entitlement to the father or to a same sex partner.

In the interests of equality, it would seem poor policy to deny payments to new fathers especially for those that are the principle carer.  This is certainly the emerging view of our younger BPW members who see the role of the father as crucial in raising a child from the outset, and young men seem to be far more willing than their own fathers to share the parenting role more enthusiastically and even to put family ahead of career. 

This has been recognised in Norway which has introduced a scheme whereby the mother is entitled to a full 52 weeks of PML but 4 weeks of the leave must be taken by the father (the paternity quota).  BPWA recommends that couples be given the discretion to transfer 2 weeks of their 14 week entitlement to the partner. Particular consideration needs to be given to a partner where the mother has died in childbirth, allowing for the partner to take the full 14 weeks.

Angus Holland in the Age in May made a perceptive observation that mothers are always expected to justify the arrangements they make for the care of their children, but fathers are not. He observes that a woman may be asked why she isn’t home looking after her children, whereas men would be asked why their wife wasn’t at home looking after his children. Fathers are increasingly making choices about their work arrangements that are directly linked to the care of their children and policies should take account of this fact.
This is particularly important to our members who run their own businesses or who earn significantly more than their partners – it would suit the family finances for the partner to spend some time as principle carer to free the mother up to return to work at least part-time as soon as possible.  This would be a deciding factor for these potential parents in determining when and indeed whether to have a child.  

6.
Access for women in paid and unpaid work

In countries where it is available, PML is generally linked to employment status and therefore is unavailable to women not in the paid workforce.  BPWA believes PML should be made available to all women in the paid workforce, whether employee or self employed, casual or permanent, full-time or part-time.  

Other schemes should be made available for women who are not in the paid workforce.   This is in fact a requirement of CEDAW – all women should receive a comparable social benefit.  The great majority of women work, whether paid or unpaid – the value to Australia of caring and voluntary work is unmeasured and undervalued.  If we measured the work of carers and volunteers in the census, we would be better able to assess the value of this work to the broader community, the cost savings to the Australian economy (which would be significant) and the real usefulness and appropriateness of current and proposed financial support schemes for new families in both the paid and unpaid sectors. 

The Women's Action Alliance has proposed a 14 week pension for working and non-working women and 2 years of unpaid maternity leave. They have made a case for the maternity allowance and PML to be means tested and for different schemes for women in paid and unpaid work, proposing that there should be rules about claiming on one or the other. They have raised concerns that a mother might feel obliged to return to work when PML finishes even if neither mum not baby is ready.  If a woman decides not to return to work, this should transfer a woman from one scheme to the other.   

All these proposals deserve some consideration in developing Australia’s PML scheme to ensure justice and equity.  However in the first instance BPWA would prefer to see an effective and accessible PML scheme made available to all working women and then further consideration to be given to allowances already provided to women not in the paid workforce.   The balance between the benefits made available to women in paid and unpaid work will inevitably drive decisions that women and men will make about having children.  Such considerations should have informed the ‘baby bonus’ proposal; it may have been very different had a more balanced approach been taken in policy development.

7.
Limits based on length of employment

In Norway, women who have been employed for at least six of the last ten months are entitled to a maternity leave with full pay.  The UK requires a woman to be employed for 26 weeks, not necessarily with the same employer.  If Australia’s scheme is universally funded, it won’t matter if women change jobs during a pregnancy.  A more flexible approach such as the UK and Norway examples is required.  

Being employed by the same employer for 12 months may exclude a large proportion of women. Women tend to be concentrated in sectors where lengthy periods of unbroken employment history are uncommon.  They are more likely to be casual, part-time or agency based. A requirement for a long period of continuous employment will discriminate against those women working in hard labour areas.  Many of these women may need to change employers to ensure the safety of their pregnancy due to the nature of their work.  A minimum hourly rate will discriminate against women in part-time employment and those able to work only limited hours due to family commitments.

Any consideration of a restriction on the length of employment needs to be based on solid research of the impact on women generally and must not impact on women to a greater extent than it would on men.  This is particularly important if a paid scheme is made equally accessible to mothers and fathers.

8.
How much and for how long

Most countries pay a % of salary, with some varying the % over the time period. In Norway the mother can choose between 42 weeks of leave with full pay or 52 weeks with 78 per cent pay. Three weeks of this leave must be taken prior to the birth.  A similar level of flexibility should be offered to Australian women.

There is variation between those employers that currently pay PML in Australia.  A nationally consistent scheme is preferred that offers the same basic entitlements to all women that employers can then top up. It should be offered as an entitlement, in the manner of paid leave for army reservists, not as a welfare benefit. It needs to reflect at least the level of unemployment benefits and preferrably up to the level of full time average weekly earnings for Australian men and women.  It should not be tied to the female average wage which is lower.  It should be paid at 100% of wages/salary for those earning under the AWE rate – it would be a mistake to encourage women to have babies for a pay rise. However, for those earning over the AWE rate, it should be capped and employers should be encouraged to provide a further top-up.  It can be calculated on a pro rata basis for women who have been working part time.  It should be paid by the employer of business and then reimbursed from a central government fund.

The ILO standard is 14 weeks.  If Australia introduces PML, this should be the standard that we adopt. Of those women that can access PML in Australia, most get far less than that – usually only 5 or 6 weeks.  With 1 or 2 weeks prior to the birth, that leaves too little for bonding and to establish nursing.   Parents also need time to establish quality care arrangements for the new baby and breastfeeding regimes.

Will PML encourage women to return to work earlier than is ideal?  Is this likely to result in absences due to child-related emergencies?  Are childcare costs a significant factor?  Our Young BPWs are raising these issues as a matter of concern.  Some women have reported being pressured to return to work within the minimum time allowed in situations where only 6 weeks PML is offered. We don’t want to see a situation where women are pressured to return before their doctor  advises it is safe for mother and baby.   

Like all work and family balance programs, the fair and effective implementation of PML will be greatly affected by the local work culture, and we know from experience that culture change can be very slow and in many workplaces faces resistance from management even when changes are legislated.  And like other work and family balance programs, the culture change is needed not only at work but also at home.

FUNDING

9. and 10.  Funding the PML scheme

The debate about the cost of PML needs to take account of the combined cost of all family support payments. BPW members are saying that the $10 billion or more of funding currently poured into national family support schemes could be better targeted to meet real needs of real families.  The $500 million directed to the baby bonus should be reassessed as part of the consideration of funding PML.  A national PML scheme could be introduced for a lot less than the baby bonus.

If pregnant women are expected to pay

A superannuation scheme could be established but the affordability of this would depend on income and it would not ensure equitable access to all women. 

If the government is expected to pay

Article 6 of CEDAW requires that maternity leave be provided 

through compulsory social insurance or public funds or in a manner to be determined by national law and practice.  

It is important that PML be offered as a workplace entitlement and not a welfare benefit.  PML is no more welfare than jury leave.  The structure of the scheme should make this very clear, and it should be regulated under workplace legislation not social welfare legislation.

Given that we see the support of families as a community responsibility leading to community benefit, rather than a workplace issue, BPWA recommends that a universal scheme such as the NZ model for funding PML be implemented.  This could include a fully government supported PML scheme based on a taxpayer levy or a payroll levy on employers or both.  Although a taxpayer levy would require people to contribute to PML whether they were direct beneficiaries or not, all Australians benefit from the creation of the next generation of taxpayers.  A payroll levy should consider the pressures that this would place on small and micro businesses and include appropriate exemptions.
A nationally consistent scheme is preferred that offers the same basic entitlements to all women.  Employers can then top up.  This way there is no reason why those already receiving more generous benefits could not maintain them.

Schemes that rely on taxation deductions are an unfair way to finance childbirth and neonatal care.  There is no justifiable reason why women on high salaries should have a greater financial advantage in bearing children that those on lower wages.  

In the USA where there is no federally legislated entitlement, some states require access to unemployment benefits. In Sweden an unemployed person is given the job for a year – the new mother receives the unemployment payments and the unemployed person receives the salary, or if underqualified for the job a lower amount. BPWA does not see equating a period of maternity leave with being unemployed as appropriate.  A separate scheme should be developed.  

If employers are expected to pay

Relying on the market to deliver paid maternity is not the best option.  As Laila Harre Laila Harre observed, markets are not designed to deliver non-discriminatory outcomes.  

Switzerland and Singapore are the only developed nations where the employer is required by law to pay PML but that is largely because of their limited social security schemes.  A BPW member who has lived for many years in Singapore suggested that if Singapore had the type of social security set-up that Australia benefits from, PML would be offered through that mechanism.

Legislation could require that PML be regarded in the same way as other recognised leave such as jury leave, army leave or fire fighting leave and funded entirely by the employer.  However one of the dangers of an employer-funded scheme is that industries that rely on women are disadvantaged.  Therefore if an employer-funded scheme is implemented, all industries should pay equally through a levy system on all employers.  Small and micro businesses should not be expected to pay towards PML for their staff.  It is generally agreed that most businesses in this sector would not be able to withstand such pressure on their financial viability.  Many countries that include a significant employer contribution exempt small businesses for this reason.  The new scheme being considered by the UK government offers 6 months paid and 6 months unpaid maternity leave to mothers and 2 weeks of PML to fathers, but reimburses all payments made by small businesses. 

Only 3.4% of Enterprise Agreements overall include PML provisions, rising to 21% of public sector agreements (which means it is extremely low in private sector agreements). Paid maternity leave provisions can be bargained away under EB and AWAs. In these agreements, men tend to seek more money, while women seek better conditions.  Where women of childbearing age are a minority, it would not be surprising to see such provisions bargained away fairly readily.  Casual staff and those employed in their current position for less than 12 months have no such entitlement.  This would eliminate about a third of all working women.  

BPWA members are concerned that if employers were required by law to finance the PML for their staff that women in certain age groups would be discriminated against in employment. Women are an integral part of the paid workforce and predominant in many industries.  It is difficult to see how nursing or the service sector generally could stop employing women of childbearing age when these form such a large proportion of their workforce.  When unpaid maternity leave was introduced in Australia, many people expressed alarm that employers would stop employing young women – but it didn’t happen. We need to collect evidence indicating whether it happened overseas with the introduction of paid maternity leave, especially in sectors where women do not comprise the majority of employees. 

BPWA believes that employers should not be expected to support the full cost of PML. 

If employees, employers and government contribute

Most developed nations have legislated for a scheme financed through social security, social insurance or taxation funding, supported by an employer levy.  This type of plan is also supported by BPWA.  

Employers should be encouraged in addition to supplement PML payments for their staff, which will enable those already offering their staff PML to maintain their preferred employer status.

IN CONCLUSION

If families are truly the centre of our culture, then we need to adopt national policies and legislation that make it easier to form and care for families. Australia remains the only developed nation where no woman is entitled to PML.  Although women in the USA have no national entitlement, it is legislated in some states; no state of Australia has legislated for PML. Women are asking, Australians are asking, for PML to be established as the norm for working women who are creating our families.

PML needs to be a part of a long-term plan for supporting Australians to balance their work and family commitments. Other aspects need to be considered simultaneously – affordable childcare, flexible work arrangements when mothers return to work and a tax system that treats the family as a unit and recognises the variety of forms that families take.

BPW Australia believes that paid maternity leave should be available to Australian women whatever their work circumstances. Whatever scheme we adopt as a nation to make this a reality, it must allow all working women, even those running their own businesses, to take paid maternity leave. It must allow genuine choice for all women, and men, to invest in Australia’s future by creating the families that we value so highly. 
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