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TheHonBronwyn BishopMP
ChainnenoftheStandingCommitteeon Family andHuman Services
Houseof RepresentativesStandingCommittee
ParliamentHouse
CanberraACT 2600

DearChair,

Wearetheparentsof an eighteenmonthold babyandhavebeentaking an active
interestin thesocialissueoffamilies sinceourbabywasborn.

Wehavefoundsupportingandraisingafamily verydifficult attimesdueto
numerousissues,andthink it is timely thata GovernmentCommitteehasbeen
establishedto examinethefactorsinvolved.

This submissionis basedon personalexperienceandanecdotalevidenceof other
parentsthat weknow andwith whomwe areinvolved.

Therearemanycomplexissuesinvolvedin thesuccessfulbalancingof work and
family life. This submissionmentionsthemostbasicones,but we hopethat together
with theothersubmissionsthis will form thebasisof an ongoinginvestigationwhich
visualisesandenactsthechangesthat aredesperatelyneededto improvethelife
balancefor parentsandfamilies.

Regards

ClaraHawkerand Alex Kleiman



1. Thefinancial, careerandsocialdisincentivesto startingfamilies.

Fromour experienceandthatof otherparentswe havespokento, thesethreepointsare
themostimportantwhenconsideringwhetherto starta family. Ourexperiencesare
basedon living in Sydney. While thismaynot representmanyAustraliansstruggling
with this issue,it doesrepresenta largeproportionthat facesparticulardifficulties which
maynot be soapparentin otherareasofAustralia.

It is generallyunderstoodthat mostpeoplewould like to havea child orchildren,but this
is oftendeferredfor awiderangeof reasons.Thesehavebeenvariouslyattributedto the
leveloffemaleeducationandparticipationin theworkforce,thechangingworld/political
environment,thelackoffamily friendlyworkplacelegislationanda hostofothersocial
issuesincluding a decreasein thenumberof coupleswhopartnerfor life (theseissuesare
discussedin greatdetail in Leslie Cannold’s‘What No Baby?’). Thechoiceis also
stronglyinfluencedby acouple’sfinancialstability andthefeeling that theyareableto
providefor theirfamily.

Financial:

Theprospectof losing an incomefor howeverlong a parentis offwork is
daunting.Forthoselucky enoughto havesomepaidmaternityleavethis is less
ofan issue,but thereis still a time whentheyareon unpaidleaveandarenot
receivinganyincome.
Only 38%ofAustralianwomenareentitledto any sort ofpaidmaternityleave;
accordingto numerousstudiesthisplacesAustraliaatthebottomofthelist of
developedcountrieswith regardto maternitypaymentprovisions.

• Only 30%of womenand 19%ofmenbadreceivedpaidparentalleavein mid-
2002.

• Manypeoplesimplydo nothaveaccessto anypaidleaveandhaveto saveup to
haveababy,whenotherwisetheymight havedoneit sooner.

• The$3000babybonusgoessomewayto buying thethingsnecessaryfor a new
baby, butdoesnotcompensatefor thenon-workingparent’ssalary.

• Thecostof child care(if you cangetit) is prohibitive.
• I havespokento womenwho arenotpreparedto haveadditionalchildren asit is

simplynot financially feasible:theycannot afford not to work, buton theother
handif theydo work theywill notearnasmuchastheypay in childearefees.

• As evidencedby numerousstudies,womenwho bowout oftheworkforceto raise
childrenareleft permanentlybehindin theirpotentialearnings,let alonethebasic
payinequitythat still existswherewomenearnonly 84 centsfor everymale
dollar.

• Theaffordabilityofhousinghasdroppedby 25%in thepreviousgeneration1,and
this only addsto financialdifficulties.

‘Goward, P 2002,‘Work andFamily: theChallengefor ModernAustralia’, Specchgivenat theRoyalWomen’s
Hospital,Sydney.



Career:

• Forwomen,astheyarealmostalwaystheonesat homewith thebaby(at leastin
thebeginning),thereis a careerdisincentive.

• Therehavebeenstudieswhichrelatethemother’sageatthebirth of herfirst
child to theamountoftime awomanhashadto spendon educationand
establishinghercareer:manypeoplewant to feel securein theircareerbefore
taking timeoff for a family.

• Thosewho view careerasimportantto theirsenseofselfidentity arelikely to
leaveit longeruntil theyhavechildren. Thesetendto bewomenin highersocio-
economicgroups.

• Many womenwork part timewhentheirchildrenareyoung. Most womenwould
preferto increasethesehoursastheyoungestchild reachesfive, with 64%saying
theywould preferto havea paidjob evenif theydon’t needthemoney.

• After a womanhasspentseveralyearsdoingparttime work it increasesthe
difficulties shefacesin beingtakenseriouslywhenreturningto hersubstantive
positionandcontinuinghercareer.

• It is not legislatedfor womento be ableto returnparttime aftermaternityleave;
this is still at thediscretionoftheemployer.

• Flexibility in workingarrangementsis viewedby manyasoneof themajorways
of achievingasatisfactorywork-life balance.

• Forexample:
o In my case,I would havebeenhappyto returnto worksoonerthan

oneyearif I hadbeenableto returnparttime. The fact thatthis
wasnot anoptionmeantthat I stayedoutof theworkforcefor
longer.

Social:

• Theservicesavailablein theareawhereafamily lives will havean impacton
theftdecisionto havechildren.

• In areaswhereparentsarelikely to feel moresociallyisolated(throughnot being
ableto go backto work, or accesschildcare,for example)theymaybe inclined to
put off havingchildren.

• As theageat whichwomenhavetheirfirst child increases,so doesthereluctance
amongsta groupof womento bethefirst onein her socialcircle to havea baby
andall thedemandsand(sometimesisolating)newexperiencesthat thisentails.

• Althoughwe live in an affluentareaof Sydney,wecannotaccessthemostbasic
benefit,namelychild care,which is moreaccessiblein otherareas.Peopleshould
not bepenalizedfor living wheretheychoose(my husbandandI grewup in this

2 Thornthwaite,L 2002,work-Family Balance:InternationalResearch on EmployeePreferences,WorkingPaper79,

Universityof Sydney.



areaandwantthesamefor ourchildren. Why do wehaveto paymorefor this
privilegethanpeoplein otherareas?)

• Mostparentshavean aversionto havingtheir child in carefhll time; manywould
preferto changejobs, earnlessandminimisetheircareerprospectsin orderto
avoidhill time care.

• Forexample:
o Onewomanwent backto workonly threedaysperweekto avoidher

child beingin frill time care. Foraslong asshechoosesto do this she
realisesthat shewill notbe eligible forpromotionor theresultantpay rise.

• Thereis anincreasingrealisationthat fatherswant to be involved in parenting,but
socialandcareerrestrictionshavenot allowedthemto do so. Paidparentalleave,
notjustmaternity,couldhelpeasetheserestrictions.

• Having childrenshouldbe agenuinechoicepeoplemake,andnot an either/or
situationwheresomething(careeror family) mustbesacrificed.

2. Makingit easierforparentswho sowish to return to thepaidworkforce

Thesinglemostessentialelementin this issueis thelack of affordable,qualitychild care.
If parentsdo not haveaccessto reasonablechild carearrangementsit is impossiblefor
themto returnto work. Currentlymorethan164,000womencite lackofchildcareor its
expense,asthereasonwhytheyarenot working3.

Forexamplein oursituation:

• Wewereon waiting listsat 10-12child carecentres(from Council and
Non-ProfitCentres,to privateandFamilyDay Carecentres)in December
2003. In February2005 wewereoffereda placein aNon-Profit
Organisation(NPO)child carecentre.

• Hadwe nothadgrandparentswecould rely on to providechild careI
would not havebeenableto go backto work.

• We hadto wait fourteenmonthsto be offeredaplace,andendureall the
stressthat is involvedasthedeadlinefor returningto work getscloserand
you still don’t havecarefor yourchild.

Our situationis not unique. Wehaveheardofpeoplewho put theirchild’s nameon a
waiting listonly to be told that therearesix A4 pagesofnamesbeforethem, orthat the
child maygeta placeby thetime it is ofschoolage,or simplynot to botherpuffing a
namedownasthereis no chanceofgettinga place.

Cannold,L 2005,What,No Baby?,FreemantleArts CentrePress,WA.



• Forexample:
o Onemotherwasfortunatelyretrenchedatthesametime asshewasdue

backatwork afterhermaternityleaveexpired.
o Thiswasfortunatefor heras,havingbeenunableto find achildcareplace

andhavingno family in Sydney,shewould havebeenunableto returnto
herjobin anycapacityasshehadto look afterherchild.

This lackofplacesfor childrenin registeredchildcareis thedriving forcebehindparents
reducedparticipationin theworkforeeandcouldbe simplyaddressedby moremoney
beingdirectedtowardsthis system.

Thesimple fact is thatunlessyou haveableandwilling family to help,manypeople
cannotreturnto work - it is not alwaysa choice.

Thecostofchildcareis alsoprohibitive. In ourcasewearelucky enoughto attenda
centrerunby aNPO, chargingus$80perday. This fee ispayableevenon public
holidayswhenthecentreis closed,in orderto keepourplace. Wereceive$4.50perday
backunderthecurrentchild carerebatescheme.Eventhoughourfamily earnsa
relativelyhigh salary,we areonly ableto afford threedaysperweekat theCentreand
relyon grandparentsto covertheextratwo days.

Forparentswho work on a rostersystemit is not financially feasibleto returnto work as
theyhaveto pay childcarefeesevenfor thedaystheyarerosteredoff, if thesearethe
samedaystheirchild is registeredfor care. Childcarecentresn.monly on ‘standard’
hours,andwhenovertimeandrostersaretakeninto account,manyparentsno longer
work ‘standard’hours.

Mortgagesandthehigh costof living in Sydneyeatup a largeproportionof family
income,andit would be fewpeoplewho couldaffordto sendtheirchild to carefull time
atthecostof$75 aday. Child careis too expensiveanddependingon income,this can
be a majordisincentiveto returnto work for some.

Theaboverelatesonly to familieswith onechild in care;if a familyhasmorethanone
child requiringcaremostofthepopulationwould not be ableto returnto workasthe
child carewould be worthmorethantheincome.

Forexample:

• A family I spoketo with two childrenis strugglingto makepaymentson
theirmortgageandthemotherwantsto returnto work.

• Thecostoftwo childrenin carehowever,would bemorethanshewould
earn,soshewill continueto stayat home.

It is interestingto notethatonly 43%of Australianwomenwith two ormorechildrenare
in theworkforce,comparedwith 82%in Swedenand62%in the UK4. Looking at the

4HREOC,2005,SUlking theBalance:Women,Men, Work andFamily,WREOC.



costandavailability ofchild care,coupledwith non-flexibleworking arrangements,this
is hardlysurprising.

It would be easierforparentsto returnto thepaidworkforceata timeconvenientto them
andtheir family, andwith thebenefitof flexible andappropriateconditions. At the
momentthis is notmandatory.Particularsectorssuffermorethanothers. While more
than50%of staffemployedin theretail sectorarewomen,lessthan30%of retailershave
any family friendly initiativesin place5,let aloneprovisionsfor paidparentalleave.

Legislationshouldensurethatemployersassuretheiremployeesof a family friendlyand
flexible workplace. This wouldcontributegreatlynotonly to theindividual employee,
but industrial relationsmoraleasa whole. Returningto work afterhavinga babyshould
be aright, nota privilege.

3. The impactoftaxationandothermattersonfamiliesin thechoicestheymakein
balancingwork andfamily 4fe.

Weunderstandthat certaingroupsofpeoplearesubsidisedby theGovermnentto a
greateror lesserdegree.Theequitabledistributionof this subsidisationis not apparentat
first glance,however.

• Forexample:
o A personwespoketo hastwo childrenunderfive andthemothercannot

affordto returnto work aschild carefeesaretoo high.As aresulttheyare
strugglingto paytheirmortgage.

o This person’ssister,anunemployedsinglemother,receivesapproximately
$485.00per weekin Governmentbenefits.Shealsoreceiveschildcare
that is subsidizedso thatsheonly paysa tokendaily fee.

While we agreewith Governmentpayingthesebenefits,why aretheynot alsoavailable
to parentsthat work? A parallel is seenin theavailability ofvacationcarefor children.
Someworkingparentsarenotableto bookplacesfortheir childrenastheyhavebeen
allocatedto childrenofparentswhodo notwork.

Arewebeingpenalizedfor rejoining theworkforce?It almostseemsasif this
Governmentwantswomento stayathomeandhavebabiesinsteadof rejoiningthe
workforce. If parentswho chooseto returnto work areforcedto pay$75 perday for
essentialchild careservices,andthesesameservicesareavailableto thosewhodo not
work, whatmessagedoesthis sendparentsaboutreturningto theworkforce?

The top salaryrateatwhichchild carebenefitsstop is too low andtheway tax benefits
arereducedif bothparentswork full time is a seriousdisincentiveto returnto work full

Edger,D 2005,‘The Babyor theBriefcase’,SydneyMorning Herald,April 1,2005.



timefor many. Why botherworking if it meansyou will get lessbenefitsandthis will
notbe equaledby yourlargerpaypacket?

If theGovernmentis seriousaboutmalcingit easierfor parentsto returnto theworkforce
afterhavingchildren,atthevery least,thecostof childcareshouldbe taxdeductible.
Thenew30%childcarerebateis an attemptto rectifS’ this situation,but it is only a
beginning.

I work frill time andspendapproximatelyonethird of my wageon child carecosts.
Whenaddedto mortgageandotherliving coststhis seemsadisproportionatelyand
unfairly largesumto be spending. Thecontributionthat I maketo themortgageand
family living costscomesat a high pricefor menot to spendtime with my child.

Finally, we would like to saythatpublic policy andchangesto workplaceregulationdo
havethepotentialto boostAustralia’sfalling birth rateby makingit easierfor parentsto
chooseto havechildren.

Recommendations:

• Child careMUST beequitablydistributedandfreely availablein all areas.

• Child caremustbe moreaffordable,or alternativelytax deductible.

• Employersmustbe legislatedtowardsfamily friendlypractices-it is not enough

to simplypaylip serviceto thesepractices.
• Thebabybonus,while it offerssomething,would be betterreplacedwith apolicy

to helpongoingchildrearingcosts,suchas care.

Taxationreliefshouldbe expandedto all familieswith youngchildren.


