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INTRODUCTION

1. The ACTU is the internationally recognised peak body representing unions and their 1.9 million members in Australia.  The ACTU believes that paid maternity leave is a fundamental human right, and is necessary to address the systemic disadvantage that women face when they seek to combine their re-productive and productive roles.

2. The ACTU welcomes the Workplace Relations Amendment (Paid Maternity Leave) Bill 2002.  The Bill, if enacted, will provide many Australian women with a level of income security at the time of the birth of their child.  The ACTU endorses many aspects of the Bill.  However the ACTU has some concerns about the eligibility criteria and coverage of the proposal which we urge the Committee to consider and recommend amendment.

Support for the Bill

3. The ACTU supports a nationally legislated system of paid maternity leave for a number of reasons: Australia should meet its international obligations both to mother and to child; it is incumbent on government to address systemic discrimination; and to support families; and because the labour market has failed to deliver paid maternity leave.

4. The ACTU rejects the view that paid maternity leave is best delivered by workplace bargaining.  The market has failed to deliver paid leave in any consistent way.  While the data on availability of paid leave varies, all data sources show that there is a sizeable majority of private sector workers who have no paid leave, shows disadvantage in certain occupations and industries, and disparity in the quality of maternity payments.  The failure of the market creates its own inequities, whereby only some women have access to paid leave.

5. The OECD Economic Outlook 2001 reported that mothers with medium and high education levels are closing the gap between their employment levels and paternal employment rates, but the employment rates of less well-educated mothers are lagging.  The report notes that less well educated women are less likely to be afforded family friendly benefits by firms, and that labour market detachment for lower educated mothers may make successful re-entry difficult.

6. It is unacceptable that the achievement of objectives such as the protection of maternal and child health should be dependant on labour market bargaining power.  It is inequitable that highly skilled women should benefit from the business case for paid maternity leave, while women with less bargaining power be unable to gain access to such security.  If society is to reap the rewards associated with paid maternity leave, it cannot be open to being bargained away in times of poor company performance.

7. Equity demands a universal entitlement to a safety net paid maternity leave scheme, with bargaining available to provide superior entitlements, and provide employers the capacity to distinguish themselves as employers of choice. The ACTU strongly supports the Commonwealth introducing a nationally consistent, universally accessible system of paid maternity leave. 

Discrimination and Equity

8. Paid maternity leave addresses workplace discrimination by providing income replacement for women at the time of the birth of a child.  Paid maternity leave recognises that men can become parents without loss of earnings, women cannot.

9. While the gender pay equity gap is not entirely due to family responsibilities, there is no doubt that having a child has a profound effect on women’s employment patterns and earnings. Paid maternity leave would assist narrow gender pay inequity:

Sharing the care of children

10. An indirect effect of Australia’s current regime of unpaid maternity leave is increased hours for fathers of young children.  The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) reports that fathers of young children tend to work longer hours than comparable men.  Preliminary data from the HILDA survey shows that fathers of young children work on average 5 more hours than similar aged men without dependants.  Paid maternity leave would relieve fathers of the pressure to replace maternal earnings, allowing them time to bond with their new baby, and encouraging shared caring responsibilities.

11. Work and family reconciliation policies can assist families develop more equitable sharing of caring responsibilities.  Comparisons with the Finnish economy (Bittman 1999) show a much smaller gap between male and female time spent on domestic activity compared with Australia.   The study concludes that the extent of State support for families (including 10.5 months paid parental leave for young babies; well funded child care and/or income support up to the child’s 3rd birthday; and government assistance for part time work) had not eradicated sexual inequality, but had eradicated its most pernicious effects.

Maternal labour market attachment

12. Maintaining maternal labour market attachment is not only important for women’s economic security, independence and fulfilment.  Today maternal income plays an increased role in total household income.

13. Women’s income is critical to maintaining families’ standards of living.  Australian women contribute more to the pooled family income than ever before.  In 1982 female personal income accounted for an average of only one-quarter of total income of couples with children.  By 2000, women were contributing almost 30%.  In families with no dependant children, nearly 40% of the family income is sourced from the woman’s earnings. (ABS Australian Social Trends 2001).  Forty percent of female heads of sole parent families are employed or looking for work.

Reducing Child Poverty

14. There is evidence that maternal employment is positively associated with lower child poverty.  The UK Work and Competitiveness Report noted that:

“Women’s incomes and earnings are therefore increasingly important as a defence against poverty and in determining the opportunities available to their children.  This is particularly true of lone mother households.  It is highly relevant that one in six families fall into poverty as a result of the birth of a child.  The impact of having a child on women’s future earnings and employment patterns will then continue to affect future household income.”

15. The poverty risk for a single parent is large compared to couple families.  A 2000 OECD report showed Australia’s poverty rates (defined as proportion of people living with incomes below 50% of the median adjusted household disposable income of the entire population) for non-working lone parents was 42% compared to 9.3% of working lone parents.  Australia had comparatively low levels of labour market participation by sole parents.  Whilst taxation and income substitution programs are the key social interventions which affect labour force participation, parental leave and service provision (especially childcare) affect maternal labour force participation.

16. To the extent that paid maternity leave assists in maintaining labour market attachment, such leave can assist in addressing child poverty.

Population Policies

17. There is conflicting evidence about the effect that comprehensive family policies have on national fertility rates.  As the OECD notes:

“Apart from the opportunity cost to being in work and the availability of and quality of family-work reconciliation benefits, the family formation decision, and its timing, depends on many other factors.  These factors include changes in societal and cultural norms, individual preferences, workplace culture, career aspirations, increased precariousness of employment arrangements, as well as the direct and indirect costs of having children.  Moreover these factors are likely to affect different families (rich and poor) in different ways.”  (OECD 2000) 

18. The ACTU recognises the significant challenges posed by a declining fertility rate.  Comprehensive family support measures, including paid maternity leave, have correlated with improved fertility rates in Sweden and France.   While there is some debate about the long term impact of paid maternity leave on fertility rates there is some support for the notion that improvements in parental leave have been associated with upswings in fertility, associated with bringing forward child-bearing. (Mc Donald, P 2002)

19. Paid maternity leave will assist with the transition out, and back in to paid employment.  Other policy measures are needed to assist families with the ongoing phases of parenthood.  These include:

· extended parental/family-care leave to extend job security and promote choice in childcare options;

· quality part time work, employee choice in hours and rostering and quality affordable childcare will assist the transition back to work while encouraging more equitable sharing of caring responsibilities; and

· more flexible emergency care and leave for planned family commitments (school holidays) for families managing work and caring responsibilities.

International Human Rights

20. The international community has supported paid maternity leave on equity grounds.  The preamble to Article 11.2 (b) of CEDAW states:

In order to prevent discrimination against women on the grounds of marriage or maternity and to ensure their effective right to work, States Parties shall take appropriate measures: 

…

To introduce maternity leave with pay or with comparable social benefits without loss of former employment, seniority or social allowances;

21. Paid maternity leave is therefore recognised as an essential element to overcoming systemic discrimination against women.

PRINCIPLE MATTERS FOR CONSIDERATION

Duration of Leave

22. The ACTU supports the Bill’s proposal for paid leave of 14 weeks.

23. This would ensure compliance of ILO Convention No. 183 on Maternity Protection 2000 Article 4 (1).  Fourteen weeks would at least protect the health of the mother, give her the best chance of establishing breast-feeding, and reflect the limited availability of formal childcare for babies under 13 weeks.

24. This should be a first step, aiming to reach the provision of 18 weeks contained in ILO Recommendation 191. 

25. According to the latest Victorian figures, 25% of women have caesarean births, which demand a longer recovery time.  Recent research at Canberra Hospital showed that a high proportion of new mothers are still suffering pain and difficulties up to 6 months after giving birth. (The Age, 10 June p 6)

26. According to the Commonwealth’s Breastfeeding at Work, The World Health Organisation recommends that babies be exclusively breastfed until 4-6 months.  It goes on to say  … “Although 80% of babies are breastfed at birth, only about 40% are breastfed at 6 months …. Studies have shown that returning to work is a major reason for early weaning”. 
27. Fourteen weeks is a modest proposal.  Greece, Spain, Canada, Austria, the Netherlands, Switzerland, Belgium, France, and Luxembourg provide 15-20 weeks paid leave.  Italy, Portugal, the UK (from April 2003), the Czech Republic, Hungary, and the Slovak Republic provide 20-30 weeks, and Denmark, Finland, Norway and Sweden, providing 30-64 weeks paid leave.   

28. To facilitate longer periods of leave, where this is the families’ choice, recipients should be able to elect to take the payment at h alf pay over double the period.

Rate of payment

29. ILO C183 calls for payment to be at a level that ensures that the woman can maintain herself and her child in proper conditions of health and with a suitable standard of living.  The Convention allows nations to provide cash benefits (paid maternity leave) at a minimum of either 2/3 of previous earnings, or a comparable amount.

30. In view of the purpose of paid maternity leave; to provide income security for working women; the ACTU believes that women should receive 100% of their pre-leave income during the period of leave.  As a work related entitlement, maternity leave is no different from sick leave, long service leave, jury service leave and defence forces leave which are funded at 100% income replacement.

31. In view of the societal benefits accruing from maternity leave, and in light of the Commonwealth’s role in addressing discrimination, we support a Commonwealth payment capped at federal minimum wage.  Forty-eight percent (48%) of women workers earn less than $500pw, and 35% earn less than $400pw.  Payment to the federal minimum wage would ensure full income replacement for the lowest paid women. 

32. The minimum wage is an appropriate benchmark because it is an independently assessed rate, which is varied from time to time, reflecting the needs of employees in the context of living standards generally.  In setting the rate the AIRC is required to establish and maintain a safety net having regard to the need to provide fair minimum standards for employees in the context of living standards generally prevailing in the Australian community.

33. The national minimum wage represents a modest claim for an adequate income to maintain a mother and her child at a reasonable standard of living.

34. The minimum wage is also appropriate because it is independently set, with the industrial parties and governments having opportunity to present their case to the AIRC.

An Employer Levy

35. In recognition of the benefits to employers, the ACTU calls for employers to fund the gap between the federal minimum wage and women’s pre-leave incomes.  The ACTU calls for legislation introducing a levy on employers to fund the gap between the federal minimum wage and the average weekly earnings (currently $897).  If such a levy were introduced with this cap, paid maternity leave would deliver full income replacement for 87% of all women accessing the scheme.  If capped at AWE the scheme will meet the ILO requirement for 2/3 of pre-leave income for 97.5% of Australia’s working mothers.

36. The ACTU argues that employers should bear some of the costs associated with employment related paid maternity leave.  Employers share the societal benefits of female labour market participation, and of child bearing and rearing.  Paid maternity leave helps sustain the population and strengthen families; increases labour market equity for women; and increases profits.

37. The business community has a direct interest in population policy, in terms of labour market supply, and future consumers.

38. In the shorter term, the labour market is affected by whether highly skilled, highly mobile workers see Australia as an attractive place in which to raise children.

39. Employer support for families can lead to improved loyalty, and improved effort, and better reputation amongst consumers.

40. In an admittedly small sample, the NZ EEO Trust reported return to work rates increasing following the introduction of PPL.  The lowest reported increase was 10%, (from 59% to 69%) whilst the highest increase was from 20% to 80%.  In four of the seven companies the return to work rate after the introduction of PPL was at 90% or above. (McNaughton T, Paid Parental Leave- An Opportunity For Employers October 2001)
41. The cost of replacement employees ranges from 25% to 200% of annual salary.

42. Even in industries where labour retention is less significant, employers benefit from paid leave.  Paid leave, and the concomitant support for breastfeeding leads to reduced absenteeism.  Mc Naughton refers to evidence that parents whose babies are breastfed have 7 times lower absenteeism than parents of bottle fed babies.

43. The ACTU acknowledges that the International Labour Organisation (ILO) discourages employer funded paid maternity leave schemes, highlighting the potential dis-incentive to employ women of child-bearing age that attach to directly funded schemes.  This argument may be over-stated.  Occupational segregation of the Australian labour market and skill supply issues mean that alternative labour supply may not be readily available.  Nonetheless the ACTU prefers employers to contribute to the costs of a scheme via a levy, based on employer size (numbers of employees/payroll).  In this way all employers (or all mandated employers) contribute to the cost of parenthood regardless of the gender composition of their workforce.

44. Those who argue against employer contributions tend to contradict themselves, arguing on the one hand that employers should not bear responsibility for paid leave, and on the other that the labour market should be left to deliver paid leave unfettered by legislative intrusion.

Administration of payments

45. The ACTU sees merit in the payment bearing the characteristics of wages or salary paid during other periods of paid leave.  Women could take their leave in a lump sum at the time leave commences, or continue to be paid according to the normal wages cycle.  Many women have expressed a preference for being able to take the leave at half pay, to assist with family budgeting.  Small business could be compensated for the additional administration as in The UK.

46. While payment as wages has merit, the ACTU also has concerns about payment by employers, if this might result in some women not accessing payment, for example where the employer is unaware of their obligations to pay, or where the employer is unscrupulous.  The Bill should be supported by an information and education campaign, and information about rights should be included with other government information provided to mothers at the time of the birth of their child. 

Basis for Calculating Earnings

47. Where a woman’s income has varied during the course of the previous year, averaging could be used. The ACTU has some about averaging over a full 12 months - the period of averaging must be long enough to deter employers from artificially reducing a woman’s hours in the period before the leave, yet not so long as to discount recent wage movements, promotions or access to increments.

Multiple Job Holding

48. The ACTU supports the Bill in proposing that a woman’s total income be used to calculate her entitlement.  Multiple job holding is more common amongst females (8.4% of females hold two or more jobs compared to only 6.5% of males) reflecting women’s concentration in casual employment.

Eligibility -Maternity or Parental Leave?

49. The ACTU supports the Bill in proposing that primary eligibility vest with the mother, with the capacity to transfer the entitlement to her partner in limited circumstances.  

50. The Bill should be amended to ensure adoptive parents are entitled to paid leave.

Public Sector exclusion

51. The ACTU opposes the public sector exclusion as currently drafted.  The ACTU supports the intention to exclude workers from receiving paid maternity leave from two sources.  However, 14 weeks paid maternity leave is not available to all public sector workers.  

52. In 2000, there were just over 1 million State and Territory public sector employees. Women make up just over half all public sector workers.

NSW 
Vic
Qld
SA
WA
Tas
NT
ACT
Aust

349,300
216,000
225,400
89,000
118,900
31,300
16,700
18,100
1,064,700

53. Eligibility for paid leave varies between the States, as does the period of paid leave. Victoria, Tasmania, the ACT and Northern Territory provide for 12 weeks leave. Such provisions don’t necessarily extend to state public sector workers – for example the Victorian Nurses Public Sector Enterprise Bargaining Agreement provides 6 weeks leave.

54. In New South Wales permanent and temporary employees with more than 40 weeks service are eligible for 9 weeks paid leave. 

55. In South Australia, teachers have recently negotiated for 6 weeks leave, and core public sector workers have gained 4 weeks leave.  The underlying public sector standard is 2 weeks.

56. In Western Australia the Public Service General Agreement 2002, which sets core public sector employment rights, provides for no paid leave.  Provisions for other public sector workers vary, e.g. Murdoch University provides for 12 weeks.   

57. In 1996 Queensland permanent and fixed term contract public sector workers were granted 6 weeks leave.  In recognition of the amendments to the Queensland IR Act, this was extended to long term casuals in 2001.

Coverage and Exclusions
58. Article (2) of ILO C183 states that the Convention applies to “all employed women, including those in atypical forms of dependant work”.  In line with ILO C183, the ACTU calls for a scheme which delivers paid maternity leave to all working women.

59. The ACTU has longstanding concerns about the exclusion of particular groups of workers from qualifying for parental leave, and hence opposes the establishment of artificial boundaries that would limit access to paid maternity leave.  The Bills proposal to rely on existing eligibility for unpaid maternity leave entrenches already discriminatory practices.  Instead, the ACTU would support amendments to existing provisions to reflect a more equitable outcome.

Duration of Employment

60. Almost a quarter of women have worked less than 12 months in their main job, compared to only 20.6% of men.

61. An exclusion based on length of employment implies that women will abuse the system by getting a job and claiming benefits, without having contributing to the workplace to “earn” their entitlement.   This argument has some weight where the employer funds the entitlement.  It has little weight in the context of a taxpayer-funded scheme, where the fact that a woman changed employer within the qualifying period is irrelevant, as entitlement does not attach to a particular employer.

62. Any residual concerns can be dealt with by using a method for calculating income that discounts artificial inflation of income pre-maternity leave.

63. There should be no time based-restriction on taking second or subsequent periods of leave.

Casual employees

64. The nature of casual employment has significantly changed in the last two decades. The percentage of the work force employed on a casual basis has more than doubled; the average length of employment on a casual basis has considerably expanded and industries with substantial levels of casual employment have also increased.  Consequently, the gender, age and occupation of a casual employee is more widely spread than ever before.

65. More than a quarter of the Australian workforce is now employed on a casual basis; nearly 60 per cent have been employed for 12 months or more by their current employer. Over eleven percent of the full-time workforce is employed as casuals.

66. It is increasingly difficult to differentiate between those persons with an expectation of ongoing employment, often referred to as permanent employees, and those that do not have an expectation of ongoing employment – true casual employees. According to the Australian Bureau of Statistics’ (ABS) SEAS survey, almost three out of every four casual employees expect to be working for their employer in 12 months time, ie they have an expectation of continuing employment.

67. Often the true nature of an ongoing or continuing contract of employment is cloaked behind the term casual, when the employment relationship is in no respect casual in nature.  More than half of casuals report working arrangements of set weekly, fortnightly or rostered work.

68. Until last year, casual employees were not entitled to job security associated with the birth of a child.  Following the ACTU Test Case Decision, regular casuals are now entitled to unpaid leave.  However, casuals are less likely to avail themselves of maternity leave. Casual employment is disproportionately concentrated amongst young people who are unlikely to require maternity leave (40% of casuals are aged 15-24).

69. Nonetheless all casuals should be entitled to paid leave.

70. Like other women, casual employees and their families rely on their income, however irregular. Such women may be multiple job-holders whose employment in total constitutes a significant income.

71. The customary rationale for excluding casuals is that the loading compensates for the entitlement, however, as paid maternity leave is not entitlement for permanent employees, it cannot be said to be included within the loading.

72. To exclude casuals would disproportionately exclude migrant women.

 The effect on employers and workplaces

73. Paid maternity leave will assist Australian workplaces by retaining women in the labour force.

74. Women’s participation in the labour market not only assists society through increased independence for women, and by addressing inequity, it also contributes to a strong economy.  Women’s employment and the retention of skills will contribute to economic growth, productivity, and improved living standards.

75. Paid maternity leave is one of a raft of policies that would encourage ongoing labour market attachment for women.  The OECD considered the link between parental leave policies and women’s employment rates in 2001.  It reported:

“in countries with relatively well-developed systems of work/family reconciliation policies, women tend to have higher employment rates in their thirties (when their employment is most likely to be affected by child-rearing and child-care).  Both formal child care coverage of young children and paid maternity leave policies appear important from this perspective.  The direction of causality is not, of course, clear.  It may be that in counties where women are more present in employment, they are better able to press for benefits.  However it seems unlikely that the causality runs entirely in that direction.” 
76. The OECD survey of mothers’ labour market participation showed that, of the 20 OECD countries Australia reported the lowest employment rates of mothers with children under six, and the lowest employment rates for employment of lone parents.  Australia ranked 15th in participation by mothers in couple families.

77. The OECD reports a correlation between maternity leave policies with employment protection and raised employment rates for mothers.  This report confirms the intuitive proposition that the longer the family has adjusted to loss of maternal earnings, the lower return to work rates will be.  Thus paid maternity leave of reasonable duration will assist to maintain maternal labour market attachment.  Flexibility to spread payment over longer periods may well enhance the scheme without increasing costs.

78. Skill Retention

79. Retention of women’s skills and removing barriers to labour market participation should retain trained workers in the labour market. The Australian Industrial Relations Commission (AIRC) recognised this in the Maternity Leave Test Case when it stated that maternity leave could “secure the retention of skills and abilities which might otherwise be lost to industry”.

80. Australia’s investment in women’s skill formation is significant. During 2000, $4.16 billion was invested in public vocational education and training.  The Australian National Training Authority (ANTA) does not account for this expenditure by gender, however in 2000, females made up 49.2% of the 1.7 million students in the public VET sector.  Female participation in VET grew by 93.6% over the period 1991-2000 and in 2000 thirteen percent of working age women participated in VET.  Women aged 25-39 represented 1/3 of enrolled women.

81. A key to improved living standards is the combination of high employment with improved productivity.  High employment rates include high employment of women, and improved productivity requires a skilled workforce.  Maternal labour market retention is therefore a key to economic competitiveness.

82. Effect on government (including financial impact)

83. The ACTU argues that there are widespread societal benefits accruing form the provision of paid maternity leave.  These include the health and welfare of the mother and child, the economic benefits (see above), and potential improvements in fertility rates (if coupled with other appropriate support mechanisms).  Maternal labour market attachment is an important factor in reducing family poverty, and reliance on welfare.  In costing the scheme, regard should be had to these offsets.

Effect on government employees

84. The ACTU supports s 170KD (5) in maintaining the legislative entitlements of public sector employees to paid maternity leave.  The Commonwealth must continue to provide a legislated right to Paid Maternity Leave at least at current levels of entitlement.

85. The Commonwealth, ACT and Northern Territory governments should improve the current entitlement of 12 weeks paid leave to a minimum of 14 weeks.

86. Transitional arrangements to any new universal paid maternity leave scheme must address the needs of all Commonwealth, ACT and Northern Territory government employees currently excluded from entitlements under the Maternity Leave (Commonwealth Employees) Act 1973.

87. The Commonwealth should undertake a review of current policy in relation to transmission of business, outsourcing and privatisation of public sector agencies, statutory authorities and government business enterprises such as Medibank Private and Telstra, to ensure access to paid maternity leave as currently provided under the Maternity Leave (Commonwealth Employees) Act 1973 is retained. 

88. Any consequential examination or adjustment to State and Territory grants as part of the process of introducing a universal paid maternity leave scheme should ensure no detriment to ACT and Northern Territory public sector employees entitlements under the Maternity (Commonwealth Employees) Act 1973 and the capacity of their respective governments to fully fund 100% income replacement. 

Relationship to Family Payments

89. The ACTU see the distinction between working and non-working women as simplistic; the fact is that women with dependants make the transition into and out of the labour market, and between different forms of employment at different times.  Therefore a holistic approach to income support for mothers is required.

90. The objective of family policy is to support and help parents in their parenting role, and to give parents opportunities to build secure relationships with their children.   Good family policy helps ensure children have a childhood that fosters their development.  Families should have a reasonable standard of living, and both mothers and fathers should be able to combine participation in both the care and raising of children with gainful employment.

91. The ACTU, therefore, supports the provision of adequate income support for all women around the time of the birth of their child.  The existing regime of family support around the time of the birth of a child is inadequate and inequitable at present.

92. The ACTU supports a dual track of family support associated with the birth of a child and paid maternity leave.

93. In conjunction with the introduction of paid maternity leave, the ACTU calls for a review of the maternity allowance, baby bonus and Family Tax Benefit payments, at least as they relate to the first year of a child’s life.

94. A wide-ranging review of family payments may be outside the scope of this inquiry.  However in proposing that women must elect between the Maternity and Immunisation Allowances and paid maternity leave, the Senate should consider whether the existing family support mechanisms provide adequate income support and assistance to families at the time of the birth of a child.

95. The ACTU proposes that the new maternity payment be of equivalent value to the Commonwealth contribution to paid maternity leave ie up to $6034.00 (pre tax).  Clearly this is a significant increase on the existing Maternity and Immunisation allowances.  However, a re-allocation of the funding for the baby bonus, plus the allocation for family tax benefits payable during the first year of a child’s life, would go a significant way towards meeting the cost. The payment could be available around the time of the birth or spread across the child’s early years.

96. A dual track system of paid maternity leave coupled with an improved maternity allowance would ensure women who are outside the labour force, looking for work or working in low paid jobs are eligible to receive (at least) the same level of taxpayer funded support as women in paid employment.   Such a scheme would ensure that women outside the paid workforce would gain adequate support.

97. This scheme would provide a safety net for certain categories of employed women: those women on long term sick leave, workers compensation, those already on maternity leave, and, potentially, contractors or out-workers who escape coverage of paid maternity leave.

98. In addition, a dual track system would potentially allow low paid women to receive taxpayer support over their usual income if their family circumstances warranted.  Such women would have to elect whether to take paid maternity leave or the improved maternity allowance.

99. Should the Commonwealth improve the maternity allowance such that it forms an income support role, then the ACTU would support the requirement that women elect which stream of government assistance they will take.  Such an election would need to be supported by appropriate information, and would not preclude low-income families from additional support, nor prevent government from providing top up payments in circumstances such as multiple births.

Conclusion

100. The ACTU strongly supports the key aspects of this Bill.  The introduction of paid maternity leave, and the improvement of existing family payments to provide a dual track model of income support to families of newborn babies.

101. The ACTU acknowledges that paid maternity leave is only one part of a comprehensive package of measures which will support Australian families whatever their composition, promote the welfare of children, respect the choices families make, and enhance equity in our workplaces and society.

102. Paid maternity leave on its own will not achieve all the desired outcomes; in particular the declining fertility rate and maintaining female labour market attachment are complex issues.  But paid maternity leave will directly assist women recover from birth and attach with their child.   It will give breastfeeding the best chance.  It will directly assist families by replacing foregone income associated with becoming parents.  It will provide women with income security, certainty and a measure of workplace equity.
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