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Submission

This is a submission based on my own personal experiences arising from 3 births reflecting very mixed experiences, with the most recent of three babies born only two weeks ago, without any maternity leave at all, paid or unpaid (Ethan was born on June 24th 2002). I was assisted in preparing the submission by Dr Barbara Pocock who interviewed me and recorded my views. The tape of that interview is available to the Committee if it would like it. The submission reflects my own views, but I would not have been able to prepare it on my own, given that I am back at fulltime work with a four week old baby at present. 

I make my submission to show how important paid and unpaid maternity leave is for me as a mother and worker, and how important it is for children and the ongoing health and stability of families. I want to draw out what my experience means for a good policy on paid maternity leave. 

There are several reasons for providing paid maternity leave. These include both health and equality-at-work reasons. 

· Firstly, women need a rest from paid jobs when they have a child. This rest will benefit them and their babies – their physical, mental and emotional health. 

· Secondly, women need an income when they have this break, or many don’t get a long enough break and go back to work too early. Every week of paid leave that women get, means an extra week of rest, recovery and bonding – beyond any other unpaid weeks they might also plan to take. 

· Thirdly, many women want to be mothers and have jobs. Paid maternity leave is an important part of the support that is essential if women are to truly have equal opportunity at work, given the physical facts of pregnancy, birth and breast feeding that affect women alone. Equality in the workplace will be advanced if women have the chance to take time off, and return to work in good shape, without compromising their career, if that is what they want. Financial pressures mean that many women cannot take leave unless at least some of it is paid, given the dependency of many families – especially lower income families - on two incomes.

· Fourthly, in terms of fairness, all Australian working women having babies deserve at least basic similar rights. It is essential to redress the stark inequity of experiences for Australian women at present. How is it that one woman can have 12 weeks paid leave at full earnings, while another woman like me with many years at work, lacked even unpaid leave on the birth of my latest child? How can we allow some babies and their mothers to be so unfairly disadvantaged? That is why I support a national scheme for all working mothers, who should have access to extended unpaid leave of at least a year if they want it, and to a period of at least 14 weeks paid maternity leave at close to their normal earnings.

· Finally, the advantages for employers and governments from paid leave are obvious. Productive, skilled and experienced women will return to work, have greater attachment to paid work, generate taxes and retirement income, save on social security payments, as well as save employers recruitment and training costs. 

My story

I am currently employed as an Administrative Officer in a government department. I am Acting at a higher level at present, so that I do call centre work and am also undertaking an administrative review. 

I have had three babies, the last, Ethan, only four weeks ago. I was working part-time for Coles when I became pregnant in October 2001. I was offered a graduate trainee position with the government in early January 2002 and I had to make a choice. I was fearful about not being employed because of the pregnancy so I didn’t disclose it initially, until I was offered the trainee job. My new employers wanted to know how long I intended having off when I had the baby. I said about 2 weeks. They said any more than that would jeopardise my chances of getting the contract, which I was really keen to begin. My new boss’s attitude was ‘we’ll deal with it’ and he was very sympathetic. 

So when the birth came, I took 1 flex day and 9 annual leave days – 2 weeks leave in total. I worked up to the Friday before the caesarean operation on the following Monday. Because I had changed employer six months earlier, I wasn’t eligible for unpaid leave. 

Two weeks time off for a new baby wasn’t enough time, but economic pressures mean that I really had no choice.

My situation is that I am on contract and my husband works for a labour hire company and he doesn’t get time off. He is from the United States and on a temporary 2 year visa at present. He had no paid time off when the baby was born – just one week unpaid. That put us under greater financial pressure. We have no financial backup. We had to both get back to work as soon as possible. 

This was the hardest thing of all – going back to work after only 2 weeks – because I have a new little one that I am trying to get to know. We are trying to manage, but it’s very hard.

Prior to the baby arriving, we were saving. But the costs when a baby arrives are really quite scary. You have to pay for living, for all the baby needs – formula, nappies, health care, all the things – and then if you have to go back to work, for childcare. 

We are paying $900 a month for Family Day Care. Family Day Care is much cheaper than community based childcare  – I don’t know how people afford that. I earn about $32,000 a year, and my husband around $35,000 a year. We haven’t heard from Centrelink about any child assistance yet – they have not responded to our application. We are not starving, but only just. It’s scary. I am quite scared of being overpaid through Centrelink and having to make payments back. Really, that would be a nightmare. 

I could choose to stay at home, but we can’t afford to have just one income. We have a new car because the last one was wrecked last year, but we don’t drink, smoke or spend a lot of money. We are saving for a house, and we are paying rent.

As things stand there is no incentive to stay home because you can’t financially – but it is even harder to go back to work because you are missing out on so much at home. I haven’t had much time with Ethan. 

And I don’t think it is getting any easier for women. I have friends – at least four – who in the last little while have had babies. Most of them work for Coles, and they are all returning to work earlier than they want because of the financial constraints. They have used their annual leave or unpaid leave when their babies arrived because they don’t have any paid maternity leave.

In our income brackets, we pay plenty of tax, and while we expect to have to save for our child’s education and so on, it would be great to have some government supported paid leave.

Twelve weeks paid leave would make an enormous difference to me. Even if you go back after that, at least you will have saved to put money towards childcare, you will have saved all that childcare money (which I have to pay out now) and I’d have time with my child. 

Most women want to return to the workforce, but they don’t want to be forced to either by economic necessity or by pressure from their employer. We want to go back to work because we – me and my friends – are in our 30s. This is our opportunity. We have got the skills, been to university, worked hard, and we want to utilize our skills, and move up the ladder. I worked hard to get my degree and my career, and I want to utilize it. And I want to be a mother. 

My experience with Ethan is different to my earlier pregnancies. I had a baby in 1990 when I was working as a technician in Telstra. I was single and had no way to support the baby, so she was adopted by a family who I knew would look after her well. When she was born, I had paid maternity leave of 12 weeks. I had a C-section which took a while to recover from, and I had to recover emotionally from what I was doing, and come to terms with it (the adoption). It was a hard decision. I was trying to find my feet in Telstra. I don’t regret the decision now, because she has a family, but the paid leave helped me a lot. It was so different to now. I had time to recover from the birth, time to think about my decisions.  

In 1999 after I had left Telstra and just as I was towards the end of finishing my degree, I had a stillborn baby. At that time I had resources from my redundancy package at Telstra, I was studying fulltime, but I thought I could cope with a child. My life changed when I lost Imogen. I had no paid leave, just my redundancy package income, when Imogen was born, and I wasn’t in paid work.  After this, I had a lot of grief, but I went back to work, this time in Coles, and built up my skills again.

With the birth of Ethan this June, I had a caesarean again and it is very different. We live upstairs so physically it’s hard. I haven’t had time to relax, and take it easy. Coping on your own as a couple with a new baby, getting to know the baby, then the financial pressures, and then going back to work – it is very hard. I’m tired, irritable. And I can’t see my baby! I wanted to bring him in and keep him under my desk! I can’t get myself organised and into a routine. It is completely different. 

If I had had 12 weeks paid leave, I would have had time to physically get back together, and to financially stabilise, and to prepare myself for going back to work. 

It is hectic. On Monday night I arrived at about 6 or 6.30pm to pick Ethan up from day case. My husband cooked tea, we cleaned up, then there were phone calls – friends and family ringing about the baby. I fell asleep at about 9pm, then managed about 4 hours sleep in between Ethan’s feeds and so on. I was up at 6 for breakfast and the bus on Tuesday, and an early meeting. Then I got into work. At the moment I do call centre work – answer queries – or do the higher duties work. At 5 pm I collected my husband, called in to see a friend and her new baby, arrived home at about 8 pm and then Ethan didn’t sleep till very late. Another night with 4 hours sleep!

I’ve had headaches since the epidural, and probably from the financial stress as well. My head keeps going, but my body feels tired. 

My mother had 11 children. She struggled financially, when she separated from my father after 14 years. She wanted to have a career, and she told us to have our careers first because when our families arrived, we wouldn’t have that chance. These days we are told we can have it all. But we have to sacrifice a lot if we want to be a worker and a mother. 

What do these experiences mean for policy and action?

Australia is a wealthy country that values fair treatment for all. 

But we offer levels of support for many working mothers that are poor by any international comparison and well below what we can afford as a society. This means that some women are back to their fulltime jobs only two weeks after a caesarean birth, like me. This exacts a high physical and emotional cost for mothers and babies. It is primitive. It is time Australia did better.

Alongside this, the situation is unfair. All working women deserve a break from their jobs when they have a baby.  They deserve a rest, some time for recovery, and their babies deserve their parents’ rested, happy attention and care – as much as is possible in the presence of a new baby. 

Having any maternity break when you have a baby is at present largely a matter of luck: it depends on whether you have recently changed jobs. Having a paid maternity break depends on which workplace you happen to be in at the time of the birth, on the random generosity of your employer, or on the assertiveness of your union.

Based on my own experiences, I recommend that:

· all Australian working women should have a right to unpaid maternity leave 

· That eligibility for either paid or unpaid leave should not depend upon periods of employment with any single employer 

· All Australian working women should have an entitlement to a basic government funded maternity leave payment for 14 weeks, preferably at their normal earnings up to the level of average weekly earnings or at least the minimum wage, subject to a basic minimum payment level

· All state and federal government employees should have the right to 14 weeks paid maternity leave at their ordinary earnings

· The government should support award changes that give fathers access to at least a fortnights paid paternity leave, or fund such leave through a government funded payment on the same basis as maternity leave

· Extended family leave should be supported by the government, employers, and unions so that over time, the access of family members to leave to cope with a diversity of family needs is expanded.
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