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INTRODUCTION  
 
ACTCOSS acknowledges that Canberra is 
built on the traditional lands of the 
Ngunnawal people. We pay our respects to 
their elders and recognise the displacement 
and disadvantage they have suffered since 
European settlement. ACTCOSS celebrates 
the Ngunnawal’s living culture and valuable 
contribution to the ACT community.  
 
The ACT Council of Social Service Inc. 
(ACTCOSS) is the peak representative body 
for not-for-profit community organisations, 
people living with disadvantage, and low-
income citizens of the Territory. ACTCOSS is 
a member of the nationwide COSS network, 
made up of each of the state Councils and 
the national body, the Australian Council of 
Social Service (ACOSS). 
 
ACTCOSS’ objectives are representation of 
people living with disadvantage, the 
promotion of equitable social policy, and the 
development of a dynamic, collaborative 
and sustainable community sector. 
 
The membership of the Council includes the 
majority of community based service 
providers in the social welfare area, a range 
of community associations and networks, 
self-help and consumer groups and 
interested individuals. 
 
ACTCOSS receives funding from the 
Community Services Program (CSP) which 
is funded by the ACT Government. 
 
ACTCOSS advises that this document may 
be publicly distributed, including by placing 
a copy on our website. 
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ACTCOSS welcomes the opportunity to contribute to the discussion 
surrounding paid maternity or parental leave. ACTCOSS’ interest in this 
inquiry concerns the consequences of paid leave for disadvantaged or low-
income households in the ACT, particularly women experiencing 
disadvantage. We consider that access to paid maternity is an issue of 
women’s rights: their right to work in paid employment on an equal status 
with men, and their right to health. 
 
The comments that follow relate to a select number of issues raised in the 
Issues Paper surrounding the social and health benefits of paid maternity 
leave and the impact on disadvantaged ACT women.  
 
Comparative disadvantage of women 
 
A recent study of low-income households in the ACT by NATSEM1 found 
that 56% of households in the bottom income quintile in the ACT are 
headed by a female.  This is consistent with other studies, which have 
found, for example, that of people living in poverty in the ACT, almost 
one-third live in a sole parent household, and of these 90% are headed by 
a female.2   
 
Even where women are in the workforce, their vulnerability to poverty is 
readily understandable given that: 

• They generally have an intermittent attachment to the workforce 
because of caring responsibilities; 

• They generally earn lower wages than men; 
• They have a higher rate of part-time and casual employment (in 

2006, women in the ACT were twice as likely as men to be 
employed part-time); 

• Female-dominated occupations tend to be lower paid and 
undervalued; and 

• As a result of all of the above, they have less opportunity to build 
up assets such as superannuation.3 

 
The average weekly fulltime earnings of ACT Women in 2003 was $1170, 
$202 more than for other Australian women, but $213, or 15% less than 
for ACT males.4 
 
One of the key reasons for women’s comparatively low economic status is 
their role in childbirth and child care. Women’s primary responsibility for 
raising children leads to economic disadvantage in several ways5: 

• Women’s work in the home is both unpaid and undervalued – once 
women become mothers, much of their time and energy is 

                                       
1 NATSEM, Characteristics of Low Income ACT Households, 2007, 11. 
2 Chief Minister’s Department, A Social Overview of the ACT, 2007, 10 
3 See Queensland Government Office for Women information paper, Focus on 
Women 8. 
4 ABS, Australian Capital Territory at a Glance 2007,  
5 Derived from Karen O’Connell, ‘Beggaring Belief: Paid Maternity Leave, Human 
Rights and Women’s Economic Advantage’, Human Rights Defender 26, 2002.   
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expended on caring work that may have personal and social value, 
but is unremunerated; 

• Workplaces are structured around the life patterns of the traditional 
male worker who has not had primary responsibility for caring 
work, for example an inability to work long hours, weekends or to 
travel may lead women to leave employment, reduce hours or 
refuse promotion as it conflicts with their caring responsibilities;  

• Women’s role as mothers makes them particularly vulnerable to 
workplace discrimination and its economic consequences. Evidence 
from the National Inquiry into Pregnancy and Work6 noted that 
women who are pregnant and seeking to obtain employment suffer 
high levels of discrimination. 

 
Inequity in availability of maternity leave 
 
Women’s employment is particularly concentrated in sectors with high 
numbers of casual workers, lower pay and insufficient access to 
entitlements, including the hospitality and retail industries.  
 
Paid maternity leave is less available in many of these smaller, more 
female dominated workplaces and to lower paid women. For example, up 
to 65% of managers and 54% of professional women have access to paid 
maternity leave, while only 18% of clerical, sales and service workers, 8% 
of women in the retail and hospitality industry and 0.4% of casual workers 
are entitled to it.7 This uneven provision results in significant inequities 
between women, disadvantaging women in lower paid, feminised jobs and 
employment sectors. By persisting with industry provided paid maternity 
leave we are maintaining a social inequity for women and families, as only 
career women (primarily in full-time jobs and more likely to be high 
income earners) are presently able to enjoy income replacement when 
they stop work to give birth. 
 
Casual workers and those on lower incomes are also less likely to be 
entitled to unpaid parental leave. Although casual workers employed on a 
regular or systematic basis over a continuous period of 12 months are 
entitled to 12 months unpaid leave, labour markets are far more volatile 
for workers on lower incomes. Over 20% of employees who were in low-
paid jobs in September 1995 were unemployed two years later, compared 
with only 8.6% of higher wage earners.8 Recent starters (those who had 
worked for an employer for less than a year) were also far less likely to 
have taken some leave or time away after the birth of their child than 
those who were long term workers. Recent starters were far less likely 
(16%) to have used paid leave for the birth than were long term workers 
(67%).9 
 

                                       
6 ABS, Pregnancy and Employment Transitions, 2005.  
7 Watts & Mitchell, ‘Wages and Wage Determination in 2003’ 46(2) The Journal of 
Industrial Relations, 2004,160. 
8 ABS, Labour Market Outcomes of Low Paid Adult Workers: An Application Using 
the Survey of Employment and Unemployment Patterns, 2000. 
9 ABS, Pregnancy and Employment Transitions, 2005. 
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Health benefits 
 
Paid maternity leave is also a health and wellbeing measure for Australian 
women and their babies. Many women are returning to work, even part-
time, within a few months of the birth of their babies, however it is 
important that we enable them to stay home full-time for the first three 
months. The World Health Organisation (WHO) has noted that the; 

Period of absence from work after birth is of utmost importance to the 
health of the mother and the infant. This is conducive to both the optimal 
growth of the infant and the bonding between mother and infant.10 

 
Evidence also suggests infant health would be improved by mothers 
staying at home with their children in the first few months of infancy, as 
would breastfeeding rates, and infant development.11 The Australian 
Government has recognised the importance of breastfeeding, stating: 

[b]reastfeeding is one of the most important contributors to infant health. 
Breastfeeding provides a range of benefits for the infant's growth, 
immunity and development. In addition, breastfeeding improves maternal 
health and contributes economic benefits to the family, health care system 
and workplace.12  

 
WHO considers that approximately 16 weeks absence from work after 
childbirth is necessary, at a minimum, to recover from childbirth and fully 
establish breastfeeding. Paid maternity leave can assist by ensuring that 
women are able to take an adequate recovery period out of the workforce 
following birth.  
 
International obligations and responses 
 
Australia is currently one of only two OECD (Organisation for Economic 
Cooperation and Development) countries that do not guarantee women in 
paid employment a period of paid maternity leave. 
 
The international community has long supported paid maternity leave as a 
way to address discrimination and the equal rights of women. In 2000 the 
International Labour Organisation (ILO) adopted the Maternity Protection 
Convention (which Australia has not ratified), providing that a woman will 
be entitled to a minimum of 14 weeks paid maternity leave. The 
Australian Government is signatory to the Convention on the Elimination 
of all forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW), which requires the 
Government to take appropriate measures to eliminate discrimination 
against women in employment and to encourage the provision of the 
necessary supporting social services to enable parents to combine family 
obligations with work responsibilities.  
 

                                       
10 World Health Organisation, Health Aspects of Maternity Leave and Maternity 
Protection, Statement to the International Labour Conference, June 2000.  
11 HREOC, A Time to Value: Proposal for a National Paid Maternity Leave Scheme, 
2002, available at 
http://hreoc.gov.au/sex_discrimination/paid_maternity/pml2/index.html. 
12 Department of Health and Aged Care National Breastfeeding Strategy Summary 
Report Commonwealth of Australia Canberra, 2001, 2. 



 5

ACTCOSS is concerned that the Australian Government retains its 
reservation under CEDAW regarding the right of working women to access 
paid maternity leave (the right to paid maternity leave is contained in 
article 11(2)(b) of CEDAW). When Australia ratified CEDAW in 1983, it 
expressly refused to agree to provide paid maternity leave for Australian 
women and placed a reservation so that it would not be bound by article 
11(2)(b).13  
 
The model 
 
At a minimum, ACTCOSS supports a model entitling women to 14 weeks 
paid maternity leave, meeting the ILO’s international minimum standard 
and allowing women a substantial financially secure period of time out of 
the workforce. 
 
The payment would need to extend to independent contractors, the self-
employed, casual employees and temporary workers, who comprise a 
large and growing proportion of the female workforce. This inclusive 
payment reflects the changing nature of the female labour force: to 
exclude casuals would disproportionately exclude lower income women.14  
 
ACTCOSS is particularly concerned that the model adopted does not result 
in disincentives to employ women, which may arise if employers are 
required to directly fund maternity leave payments. As a result we urge 
that any model requiring employer contributions be based on total salaries 
of the organisation, rather than the individual salary of a woman 
employee.  
 
Other considerations 
 
ACTCOSS acknowledges that the provision of paid maternity leave is not a 
solution to all the issues parents face in trying to balance work and family 
commitments, in particular those faced by single parents and unemployed 
women. All families face increased costs at the birth of a child, not just 
those in the workforce. We suggest there is a need for further consultation 
on ways to recognise and address the needs of these groups, through 
social support and other measures. 
 
We also note the importance of allowing partners time to bond with 
newborn children and facilitating their balancing of work and family 
responsibilities. Currently a large number of partners are unable to, or 
choose not to, take a substantial period of leave following the birth. For 
the 384,000 partners surveyed by the ABS in 2005 who worked during 
their partner’s pregnancy, 77% took some form of leave for the birth, 

                                       
13 Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission, Media Release, 
Government’s commitment to improve protection for women’s rights welcomed – 
but don’t forget paid maternity leave, 27 May 2008. 
http://www.hreoc.gov.au/about/media/media_releases/2008/62_08.html 
14 Luke Raffin, ‘Baby Steps in the Right Direction: Does the New Maternity 
Payment Realize the Aims of Paid Maternity Leave? 18 Australian Journal of 
Labour Law, 2005, 270. 
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although for most of them (74%) the leave period was short (two weeks 
or less). Some form of paid leave was used during pregnancy by 206,000 
partners (70% of those taking leave), with only 69,000 partners (23% of 
those taking leave) using paid paternity/parental leave.15 It is also 
important that partners are not dissuaded from participating in family life 
by limiting paid parental leave to mothers only. 
 
The priority should be the provision of paid maternity leave, reflecting the 
gendered reality of pregnancy and childbirth. Once such a scheme is 
introduced, however, the Government should look towards phasing in a 
more comprehensive scheme including paid paternity leave at the time of 
the birth, and an extended period of paid parental leave that could be 
taken at any time by the primary caregiver.  
 
We also believe that the provision of paid maternity and parental leave is 
only one element of a comprehensive work and family strategy that needs 
to be developed by government. The OECD experience shows that 
adequate and affordable childcare provision, including out of school hours 
care, and social welfare provision that supports and extends women’s 
choices around work and family also need to be fully integrated into 
federal and State government work/family policy and action. The 
problems in balancing work and family will necessarily involve wide-
ranging programs and strategies to address the issues on a number of 
fronts.16   
 
 
 
 

                                       
15 ABS, Pregnancy and Employment Transitions, 2005. 
16 ACTCOSS, Submission to House of Representatives Standing Committee on 
Family and Human Service Inquiry into Work and Family Balance, 2005.  



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /All
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /Description <<
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000500044004600206587686353ef901a8fc7684c976262535370673a548c002000700072006f006f00660065007200208fdb884c9ad88d2891cf62535370300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef653ef5728684c9762537088686a5f548c002000700072006f006f00660065007200204e0a73725f979ad854c18cea7684521753706548679c300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /FRA <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020b370c2a4d06cd0d10020d504b9b0d1300020bc0f0020ad50c815ae30c5d0c11c0020ace0d488c9c8b85c0020c778c1c4d560002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken voor kwaliteitsafdrukken op desktopprinters en proofers. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /PTB <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents for quality printing on desktop printers and proofers.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /ConvertColors /NoConversion
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /NA
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure true
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles true
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /NA
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


