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Introduction

VACC is an employer organisation representing the interests of some 4500 retail motor industry members across Victoria and Tasmania.  The retail motor industry consists of new and used vehicle dealerships, service stations, body repairers and towing services, farm machinery sales and repair, tyre establishments, specialist repairers (eg windscreens, electrical, radiator) and manufacturers (eg component and parts) and motor cycle establishments. 

In the main, members are small business, with some 80% employing less than 10 employees.  Our membership represents approximately 50% in metropolitan areas with the balance in rural areas.  The level of participation of women is 1 to every 5 males. The participation rate of females appears lower, because many of the small businesses consist of a partnership between a husband and wife.  The husband often is found working in a technical or managerial capacity, whilst the wife is often behind the scenes providing financial and administrative support.  

Other women working in the industry are predominantly found in retail sales or managerial duties.  VACC and its membership have been, and continue to encourage a growth of female participation through various training initiatives and through the growth of interest in our Women in Automotive (WinA) Network.  

The industry suffers from severe skill shortages, tight profit margins and prolific technological change.  Consequently, issues such as paid maternity leave warrant our consideration and comment in response to the both the Senate Inquiry into the Workplace Relations Amendment (Paid Maternity Leave) Bill 2002 and the Interim Discussion Paper Valuing Parenthood. 

Key Principles Behind the VACC Position

1. Key Demographic Findings

An analysis of our society reveals significant trends similarly to overseas experiences.

We are experiencing a considerable reduction in fertility rates, reflecting the same trend in developed countries.  A fertility rate of at least 2.1 is required to enable a sustainable repopulation level.  According to the New York Times on 2 November 1997
, Italy had a level of 1.24, Spain 1.27, Germany 1.3, Switzerland 1.5 despite having an established paid maternity leave scheme.  We understand that those countries continue to experience further declining rates.  According to HREOC’s Interim Discussion Paper
, Australia’s fertility rate in 2000 was 1.75 and is showing further decline.

An obvious result is a shrinking youth labour market and an aging population.  This trend is creating significant problems in key industries, particularly traditional industries that rely on a skilled workforce.  Six key industries have formed the National Industry Skills Initiative (NISI) in late 1999.  NISI is a partnership between industry and the Federal Government to examine the impact of changes in industry skills, employment and business needs with the intention to establish appropriate responses.  Initiatives such as these are attempting to address the skill shortage issue by developing innovative recruitment and training methods.  The changing demographic structure of our society will continue to impact on industries reliant on skilled labour, this will mean that industry will need to look at new ways of sustaining economic growth.

A growth in participation of women, particularly during the key child bearing years (25-34) in paid work has reached a level of 70.8%.
  Women have clearly become significant contributors to Australia’s economic growth.  In addition, women with higher levels of education and income have few or no children.  Research by APESMA shows fewer children born to women working in traditionally male dominated areas, such as engineering, computing and architecture.  The research also shows the average age of men in that industry is approx 40, while the women are still in their child-bearing years.  The assumption is that these women compete with men in terms of career progression, hence delay their decision to have children.  However, in industries where women are more highly represented, the incidence of women with children is higher.  Interestingly, in pharmacy where women work part-time, casual hours or hourly contract work, the incidence of women with children is highest.
   

In Australia women are increasingly achieving higher levels of education, which means that consideration of having a family is a delayed option.  This delay also often results in fewer or no children. 

Another significant factor is the increasing level of entrepreneurship amongst both men and women, which is a trend also supported by government.

Balancing work and family life is a challenge many women face.  This is exacerbated by the lack of adequate and affordable child-care services.  In addition, media attention relating to public perceptions that pre-school children in child-care are disadvantaged either socially or developmentally does not positively contribute to meaningful debate on necessary support mechanisms for mothers, nor does it provide any support for those mothers with young children that rely on paid work.   This issue also raises questions about the resources given to child-care services and the changing emphasis of child-care centres.

Professional women are also expected to work long hours in some industries, which makes it difficult to manage family responsibilities with work.  This is often made more difficult by a lack of flexible child-care services.   

2. International Comparisons

The rationale for the Bill as explained in the Explanatory Memorandum fails to acknowledge that many overseas countries do not provide periods of leave as generous as Australia.  A comparison based on a single factor, eg paid maternity leave, fails to take into account the differing legal and industrial frameworks as well as quality/ standards of life issues.   

Although much is said about the availability of paid maternity leave amongst a large range of overseas countries, as opposed to the lack of paid maternity leave in Australia and the US, the comparison fails to take into account amongst other things, the range of support systems provided in Australia.  Australia does have a standard of 52 weeks parental leave for the primary care giver, which secures employment over the period of leave.  The provision of 52 weeks is in excess of provisions provided by most overseas countries.

Despite the provision of paid maternity leave overseas, many countries are considering other provisions as their fertility rates continue to decline.  Spain, Italy, Ireland and Austria are considering a range of options such as, family leave type provisions, flexible working hours, job sharing and child care services.  Australia already has many of these provisions, which may, nevertheless, require further review.  (A more detailed discussion of overseas experiences can be found in our submission to HREOC which is attached to this submission)

3. The Option of Paid Maternity Leave    

Since the release of the Valuing Parenthood Interim Discussion Paper, the issue of paid maternity leave has gained momentous general support.  This has diminished meaningful debate on options that will directly affect declining fertility rates.  Our concern is that the assumption that paid maternity leave is essential, will not in any way address declining fertility rates.  The debate at present is concentrating on paid maternity leave options, rather than a debate on programs that will assist women with the decision to have children or additional children and more importantly, support those combining motherhood with paid work.  

The fact that Australia is only one of two countries still to introduce paid maternity leave is not a reason to introduce it.  The “strong international precedence” has not produced the results that are assumed as the basis behind the Workplace Relations Amendment (Paid Maternity Leave) Bill 2002.  This view ignores the changing emphasis on programmes in a range of overseas countries; to assist couples combine work and family commitments.  Our response to the Interim Discussion Paper recommends that a proper comparison of international experiences be conducted to ascertain what has worked and what has not. 

The whole debate, which assumes that paid maternity leave is essential, fails to recognise the changing demographic characteristics in each of the countries, including Australia, as the reason for declining fertility rates.  There have been significant socio-economic changes in recent years that have lead to many structural changes within families.  The traditional family model (ie male breadwinner and female home carer) is not at the core of our society anymore.  Instead a growth in sole parent families and dual income households are what form the fabric of our society.  This changing societal framework does require further consideration of the factors that are likely to benefit those that are considering having children.

Even the Explanatory Memorandum for the Bill recognises a changing workforce in a fundamental way.
  This has also revealed inadequacies in the current support mechanisms for families that rely on working mothers.  Women with small children are increasingly participating in the workforce, and women are more highly educated and skilled across a wider range of jobs and industries.  However, the Explanatory Memorandum then makes the assumption that paid maternity leave is one of the answers, without further exploring the most appropriate mechanisms to assist the changing needs of our workforce. 

Our societies must look at ways we can accommodate the need to support couples to have children, whilst they pursue their paid work.  Our core family structure in society has radically changed, yet our social support systems have not kept up with the pace of change.

The availability of paid maternity leave is only a short-term option for women.  Examination of long-term measures is required, as parents require long-term support.  From our survey of women within childbearing years
, we were surprised to observe two results.  Firstly of those surveyed, in the main, women would take a 12 month period of maternity leave, despite whether it is paid or not.  For those that took a shorter period, the availability of paid maternity leave was unlikely to alter their period of leave.  The second result of interest relates to the priority of child-care.  Whether working full-time, part-time or occasionally, the availability of accessible and affordable child-care remains a key priority issue.

If the Government made considerable provision in the next budget for child-care funding and adequate facilities, more women would consider returning to the labour market as child-care would not be such a huge financial issue.  With full-time child-care fees, equating to a second mortgage for some, it is not worth the while of some women to work, particularly those in the middle-income bracket.  With adequate child-care assistance, 14 weeks of paid maternity leave would have very little impact on women’s choice to have children.  Paid maternity leave fails to address the long-term issue once the 14 weeks is up.  Having a child is a significant life changing decision and 14 weeks pay really won’t contribute to their decision. 

4.  Paid Maternity Leave- A Workplace or Community Issue

Both the Bill and Valuing Parenthood Interim Discussion Paper recognises that paid maternity leave is a community issue, by virtue of the reliance on a social security payment.  Unfortunately, there is also an increasing pressure for paid maternity leave to become a workplace issue.  This is demonstrated by public comments by the ACTU for the demand on employers to top up payments and extend the period of payment.  The Bill proposes a system for working women only, except those that are self employed.  Although it is conceded that alternative mechanisms should be considered for women that are not in the paid workforce.  

The Explanatory Memorandum goes on to state that an automatic top up payment of the benefit is not expected, unless negotiated through enterprise agreements.  It is recognised by the Australian Democrats that small business would be adversely affected if employer contributions were compulsory.  There is nothing in the Bill to prevent claims for top up payments, for instance, in the Australian Industrial Relations Commission.  The system proposed is that employers would administer the scheme.  We are concerned, that this would simply add to the to the administrative difficulties already experienced by small business.

The Bill does not require a return to the workplace in order to receive the maternity leave payment or a component of it.  This is inconsistent with paid maternity leave schemes provided by employers.  The rationale behind deferred payments upon a return to work is principally as an incentive for a mother to return to the employment of the provider of the leave.  Current practices that are inconsistent with the Bill are unlikely to promote an incentive to return to the original employer.  Due to this inconsistency, employers may have to review their own paid maternity leave schemes.

Our view is that declining fertility rates is the central issue, which is also a societal issue.  Our society must be aware that with the introduction of paid maternity leave and the pressure to top up payments, will adversely affect employment opportunities for women and impose significant cost on small business in particular.  Any system to be introduced must not be a disincentive for women’s participation in the workforce.

Our society has an aging population, declining fertility rates, a falling youth labour market, and increasing reliance on women in the paid workforce.  These fundamental characteristics demand that we as a society consider viable options to perpetuate a new generation of taxpayers.  For this reason, a societal approach is necessary.  Employers already contribute to these needs through the payment of taxes and the introduction of flexible workplace measures.   Additional tax or a compulsory employer administered paid maternity leave scheme are inappropriate. 

Government needs to continue with financial support towards child-care and also consider providing additional benefits.  The Bill intends to provide paid maternity leave for working women.  We consider that our society must look at methods to encourage and support women to have children regardless of whether they are in the paid workforce or not or are entrepreneurs in their own right.

Final Comments on the Workplace Relations (Paid Maternity Leave) Bill 2000.

In concluding, VACC believes that there is still further research that is required  on paid maternity leave.  Key demographic findings are indicative of the fact, that there are many other factors that have contributed to the radical changes in our society, such as fertility decline and increased female participation in the labour market.  Paid maternity leave cannot be isolated as a single factor that will impact greatly in our society.  

Established paid maternity leave schemes have had very little impact overseas.  In any comparison to overseas countries, it is important that paid maternity leave is not taken out of context.  The focus on the fact, that we are one of two countries that do not have paid maternity leave, does not justify the payment of paid maternity leave.  Australia provides unpaid maternity leave, which has recently been extended to casuals.  Therefore any comparison must recognise that Australia offers many generous workplace entitlements and in some cases greater than those provisions provided by countries overseas.

Measures introduced by government must be sensible, be affordable and cater for the needs of different groups of women that are likely to bear children.  The funding for population growth is a societal issue, not a responsibility of business.  Any scheme must take into account potential affects on business, particularly small business.  Arrangements provided by individual employers are their choice and should not be expected to flow through industry.

Any approach ultimately adopted by government, to provide a level of support for women having children should be acceptable to the community as a viable measure with clear outcomes.  

Additional Information

If further information is required in response to the Workplace Relations Amendment (Paid Maternity Leave) Bill 2002, please contact:

Leyla Yilmaz

Manager Industrial and Employee Relations

Victorian Automobile Chamber of Commerce

Level 7, 464 St Kilda Road, Melbourne  3004

t. (03) 9829 1111

f. (03) 9866 1168

e. l.Yilmaz@vacc.asn.au
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