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Dedication

During the production of Our Rights, Our Voices: the Victorian Community Report on Women, we were saddened by the death of Associate Professor Wendy Weeks. Wendy was a wonderful feminist researcher, ardent activist, and vigorous supporter of women’s services and women in our community. Wendy supported women speaking their rights with their voices, and was an inspiration for feminist activism in our state and throughout our country. She will be missed by all of us. 
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Introduction

Our Rights, Our Voices – The Victorian Community Report celebrates the strength and diversity of women’s voices in the Victorian community. We have gained solidarity by using the accountability framework of human rights to give voice to our experiences, and to create a vision of a future which is free from discrimination against women. 

The Women’s Report Card Project is a national project that aims to:

· Enhance women’s capacity to use a human-rights framework in our communities

· Document and report on women’s human-rights in our communities

· Present a combined national report to the United Nations’ Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW Committee)

The Process

Over 100 women participated in combined information sessions/ consultations, using education and feedback materials developed by the National Working Group:

· In partnership with the Victorian Council of Social Service (VCOSS) and with funding support from Darebin City Council, a forum was held in Northcote (a northern suburb of Melbourne). It brought together over 70 women living in metropolitan Melbourne from a diversity of backgrounds, ages, organisations and experiences

· In partnership with Working Women’s Health, consultations were held in local communities in Melbourne in Arabic and Vietnamese (with an older women’s group), and in Bendigo (in regional Victoria) in Chinese with Cantonese women. The Reichstein Foundation generously provided funding for this part of the project

· In partnership with the Youth Affairs Council of Victoria (YACVIC), a forum by and for young women was held in Melbourne

· In partnership with the Australian Capital Territory Working Group and the YWCA of Albury-Wodonga, a workshop was held with women from Northern Victoria

A total of six forums were held, facilitated by volunteers of the Victorian Women’s Report Card Working Group. Women participated by discussing their observation and concerns and by documenting organisational and individual experiences.

Together with the work of the state and territory-based working groups, Koori Women Mean Business (KWMB) and the National Network of Indigenous Women's Legal Services have been working with Indigenous women and Indigenous organisations to produce a report highlighting the stories of achievement and barriers faced by Indigenous women. This report will be available in March 2005. We encourage those reading this report to read it in conjunction with the National Indigenous Women’s Report.

At the very beginning of the Women's Report Card Project, Indigenous representatives identified that communities were "over-consulted". We were sensitive to this statement and have worked with KWMB to address this in the Indigenous Women’s Report Card Project. In the intervening period, the Federal government has disbanded ATSIC, tendered out the provision of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander legal services, and commenced mainstreaming of Indigenous services into departments and services ill-equipped to provide an appropriate service. 
We acknowledge the limitations of the Victorian consultation and report as not reflecting adequately the voices or the diversity of Indigenous women in Victoria. 

The future

The project stands as a testament to the strength of women and their commitment to demand Our Rights with Our Voices.

Beyond providing a snapshot of women’s human rights in Victoria, we anticipate that this report will contribute to the evolution of a human-rights culture within our community; to naming the work we do as human-rights work; to fostering a community of activists that demands social change in the name of human rights; and to holding governments accountable to their voluntarily undertaken human-rights obligations. 

A Note on Terminology

Culturally and Linguistically Diverse (CALD) / Non-English Speaking Background (NESB) / Immigrant / Migrant Women

These terms have all been used in this document, as they are all used by government, non-government organisations (NGOs) or communities, and remain the subject of debate. ‘Non-English Speaking Background’ (NESB) had until recently been the preferred term to describe people who have immigrated to Australia, or who descend from immigrants. The current terminology used by government is ‘Culturally and Linguistically Diverse’ (CALD), which recognises that cultural identification is more complex than linguistic background. The terms ‘immigrant’ and ‘migrant’ flag the unique socio-cultural space occupied by some women in Australia. However, these terms may have little applicability beyond the first generation, and even first generation immigrants may cease to see themselves as 'immigrants' after a period of time. There are some situations where one term is more appropriate than another; for instance using 'NESB' when speaking of barriers to employment or education, or 'immigrant' when speaking of the effect of a visa category. 

Family and domestic violence

Family and domestic violence refers to violence that occurs within a relationship or after separation. It is an attempt to dominate and control another person. It is an abuse of power, and it is a crime.  We use the term ‘family and domestic violence’ to illustrate that violence affects the whole family, and because it covers violence in situations and relationships other than those within a nuclear family. Different jurisdictions have different names for orders made to restrain the perpetrator of abuse from engaging in certain behaviours. To reflect these differences, we have not adopted a common naming practice, and refer variously to Apprehended Violence Orders (AVOs), restraining orders, intervention orders and domestic violence orders.

Intersectional discrimination

In developing this report, we have been mindful of the many different ways that women experience discrimination and disadvantage. There are many aspects of our identities which contribute to our sense of self, including: our age; income level or experiences of poverty; where and whether we work; our marital status; familial responsibility or status; our racial background, ethnicity and citizenship status; our experiences of migration, whether voluntary or forced; whether we were detained on entry to Australia; our experiences as a daughter or grand-daughter of migrants; our experiences of drug use or dependency; our experiences as a woman with disability, with a cognitive impairment, with mental ill-health, or with an acquired brain injury; our sexual orientation; our literacy levels; our interaction with law enforcement and prisons or juvenile justice facilities; our location in a metropolitan, regional or rural region.  These and many other aspects of our identities can inform our sense of self, and can also influence the ways individuals, institutions and communities respond to us. The totality of these factors contributes to women’s experience of ‘intersectional discrimination’ and we have tried to reflect on this in the consultations and in our preparation of this report.

Violence Against Women

Our Rights

Women have the right to live free from violence. The CEDAW Committee outlines this right in a separate document, which recognises that violence against women is a form of discrimination, and that when women experience violence a range of their rights are violated. In this document, General Recommendation No.19, governments must ensure that laws, programs and policies are in place to enable women to live free from violence.

Our Voices

Jenny is a 28-year-old woman, with one child and in a relationship with her child’s father. He was physically abusive: he would hit her, push her into doors, windows and walls, he would cut her, strangle her, and on many occasions, threatened to kill her. He was emotionally abusive: he would withhold affection or claim that she didn’t love him enough. He was sexually abusive, and would force Jenny to perform sexual acts without her consent. He was financially abusive - Jenny's payments would go into his bank account and he would give her money only when he felt she deserved it, would make her account for every cent and punish her if she was unable to justify a purchase. Jenny endured this relationship for 7 years. She developed a drug addiction to cope. She was in and out of refuges, and when her son’s father filed for custody and got it, she felt that she had no choice but to return to him. She left the refuge and returned home. Her child’s father killed her 4 days later.

Violence against women affects every aspect of women’s lives. Violence against women originates in structural inequalities and discriminatory social beliefs. Violence is the result of attitudes, gender stereotypes and the sanctioning of violence in society, reflected in unequal relationships between women and men. 

Women identified inadequate and inappropriate housing for women escaping family and domestic violence. Inadequate funding levels for refuges means many women are turned away. Some women are refused entry to refuges, including women with teenage boys. While women stressed the importance of maintaining refuges, they also identified the need for alternative housing responses, including the right to stay in the home. Magistrates do not exercise their power to remove the perpetrators from the home. Women need support from magistrates, Centrelink, housing services and police.

Women identified that the health system did not adequately address the health consequences of violence against women, for example, 60% of women diagnosed with anxiety were sexually abused as children. Rather than acknowledge that anxiety and depression are normal reactions to trauma, doctors misdiagnose and therefore over medicate. Cuts to Medicare have resulted in shorter, superficial medical consultations.

Violence in the workplace undermines women’s capacity to work effectively and adversely affects productivity. Young women, immigrant women, women with lower educational qualifications and women with disabilities are particularly vulnerable to exploitation in the workplace. Women identified that employers need to be held accountable for violence in the workplace. Family and domestic violence is not seen as a workplace issue and employers are reluctant to get involved in ‘private’ disputes affecting their employees, which keeps violence against women in the home.

Women identified that societal attitudes to sex work trivialise violence against sex workers, and judicial responses reinforce assumptions that violence against sex workers is somehow less important than violence against other women. Street sex work has not been decriminalised, increasing risk to workers. Criminalisation of street sex work means that outreach workers can be charged as accessories and sex workers may be fearful of prosecution should they attempt to seek support. Government regulation does not provide a safe environment for women in the sex industry.

Women are trafficked to Australia to work in the sex industry. Despite the enactment of legislation, there have been few prosecutions against perpetrators. Many trafficked women are forcibly repatriated to their countries of origin, despite being willing and able to testify against the traffickers, although at great risk. Women are still prosecuted and treated as illegal immigrants under the Migration Act 1958 (Cth). Traffickers largely go free. Trafficking is not considered to be persecution, therefore trafficked women are denied protection as refugees by the Australian government.

Women with disabilities experience disproportionate levels of violence. Women identified that women with disabilities can be subjected to violence from partners, carers and/or health professionals. This abuse comes in many different forms: physical, emotional, economic and social. Women with disabilities have greater difficulty accessing the criminal justice system and support services because of the lack of appropriate services and physically inaccessible buildings. Attitudes towards women with disabilities, and processes for support, mean that many women disclosing sexual assault or domestic violence are simply not believed, and their statements are challenged and undermined by those meant to be supporting them. This results in a high level of impunity for perpetrators.

Women highlighted intra-familial violence: children abusing their parents and siblings abusing siblings. Gendered expectations require women to maintain the cohesion of the family, and perpetuate shame and silence around the issue.

Young women aged 16-24 are particularly vulnerable to violence. The Federal Government’s proposed preventative campaign ‘No respect, No relationship’ was abandoned. A new campaign has not dealt with the complex issues in family and domestic violence, such as emotional, psychological and social abuse, focussing mainly on crisis responses to physical and sexual assault.

Women identified that domestic and family violence encompasses many different forms of abuse: physical, sexual, spiritual, verbal, emotional, social, economic abuse. However, government responses are often limited to physical and sexual abuse.

Despite improvements, the police response towards family and domestic violence was identified as a barrier for women accessing justice. Women are often reluctant to report for fear of violent retribution from the perpetrator. Women identified that police do not apply the full scope of the law, and their responses are often inadequate. Violence against women is often treated as a ‘domestic’ issue, as opposed to a criminal offence. Breaches of Intervention Orders generally do not result in charges being laid. Some women report that police dissuade them from making a statement, and collude with the perpetrator. Women reported that police are reluctant to remove the perpetrator from the home for more than a few hours.

Homophobic community attitudes mean that lesbian women continue to experience discrimination, harassment and violence because of their sexuality. Few lesbian women report acts of violence to the police, as they do not feel confident of a sensitive and adequate response. Lesbian women who experience domestic violence find that they are not taken seriously when reporting to health services, the police and community services.

Women identified that strip searches of women in prisons needs to be abolished. Strip searches re-traumatise women who have survived sexual assault. Alternatives are required to imprisonment, especially for crimes arising out of poverty and abuse. 

Between 1997-1999, 1200 allegations of rape were made to Victorian Police. Prosecutions proceeded against 367 of these and only 84 of these cases ended with a conviction. Many women choose not to pursue a legal response. Evidentiary provisions, entrenched attitudes towards sexual assault in the legal profession and community mean that the criminal justice response is failing women who have been sexually assaulted. Laws of consent are biased towards the perpetrator; if the perpetrator believes that consent has been given, even where that belief is unreasonable, he can escape punishment.

The funding allocated to anti-violence campaigns and services is diminishing continually. This may limit the scope of community education, may undermine the response to women who have experienced violence, and may diminish the accountability of men who perpetrate violence. 

Our Situation

Policies and programs

The ’Women’s Safety Strategy’ is the Victorian Government’s whole of government response to violence against women. It complements other government initiatives, including the violence prevention and homelessness strategies. State-wide steering committees have been established to bring cohesion to police, legal and service responses to family violence and sexual assault. Tackling men’s responsibility for their violence is being addressed in the ‘Taking Responsibility’ program. Despite the strategy, the current ALP government failed to provide adequate resources for women’s family and domestic violence services, or for the ‘integrated response to family violence’ in the last state budget. 

Legislation

· The Crimes (Family Violence) Act 1987 (Vic) provides for Intervention Orders. The Victorian Law Reform Commission is currently undertaking a review of Intervention Orders. Prosecutions for sexual assault, governed by the Crimes (Sexual Offences) Act 1991, are generally unsuccessful

· Workplace harassment is addressed in the Equal Opportunity Act 1985 (Vic). The Privacy Act 1988 (Cth) protects the identity of perpetrators of violence, but can also protect women from perpetrators of violence 

· The Family Law Act 1975 (Cth) governs proceedings following separation. The new Family Violence Strategy of the Family Court aims to broaden the definition of family violence and improve the safety of victims. This would be undermined if the proposed tribunal is established

Our Successes
· The groundbreaking VicHealth research report, The Health Costs of Violence, highlighted the cost to the community of the diseases and illnesses women experience as a result of violence   

· In-court support programs provide outreach and support networks, and assist women to secure immediate protection from violence

· The Chief Commissioner of Victoria Police has initiated programs to improve police practice in response to family and domestic violence 

· The Domestic Violence and Incest Resource Centre websites – ‘Bursting the bubble’ and ‘When love hurts’ – provide useful information for young women experiencing abuse in their homes and relationships

· The Working Against Sexual Harassment coalition aims to address and reduce sexual harassment in the workplace. They identified that women who are harassed are often not supported by their employers and lack information about rights

· The establishment of the Right to Stay working group is an important step towards conceptualising new housing responses to family and domestic violence

Our Solutions

· Training for health professionals needs to be increased to ensure they know about institutional policies on violence, and can recognise the manifestations of violence

· Increased support for effective community education campaigns – especially those aimed at young people – is required

· Further research on the causes and impacts of violence, including the social, economic and community costs, is required

· Early intervention is crucial. The dynamics of power in relationships, and a rights-based approach, must be a compulsory part of relationship education in schools and professional training courses

· Male perpetrator groups must address issues of power, control, respect and equality

· State and federal governments must allocate money to implement their strategies. Funds need to be allocated for crisis and long-term responses, for three-year minimum periods

· Programs to support ‘women’s right to stay in the home’ must be implemented, including through conditions in Intervention Orders

· The low rate of successful sexual assault prosecutions must be addressed, and negative community attitudes to sexual assault should be addressed

· Child-contact arrangements should not subject women or children to further violence. More funding needs to be made available for contact centres. Some centres have waiting lists exceeding six months

Law and Justice

Our Rights

Women have the right to equitable access, representation and treatment in their interaction with the legal system and policies. CEDAW obliges governments to secure these rights in Article 2 (law / policies to eradicate discrimination), Article 3 (guarantee of human rights and freedoms), Article 4 (measures to achieve equality) and Article 15 (equality before the law).

Our Voices

Law and justice are the cornerstones of ensuring women’s freedom from all forms of discrimination. The following stories highlight the complexity of issues faced by women in accessing justice:

Ms C’s relationship broke down due to domestic violence. She felt pressured into attending mediation for property settlement, however her ex-partner controlled the process. His continued stalling drew out the legal process, running up Ms C’s legal bills. He pressured Ms C into a substantial property settlement. Ms C had to put all of her superannuation into the family home. Her ex-partner reneged on sharing care of the children, one of whom has a disability, so she left work to look after them. Ms C had struggled with work due to serious injuries caused by domestic violence. Ms C is now living in poverty and has more debt than prior to separation. Through the mediation process, her ex-husband retained his superannuation. He continues to earn a high income and owns multiple properties. Ms C feels she would have received a much fairer hearing and better outcome through the Family Court.     
Ms T escaped her abusive husband with her young children. The abuse continued, despite an Intervention Order being in place, until Ms T and her children moved to a country town. Ms T’s experience of male solicitors was that they were sympathetic to her ex-husband and over-charged her. Ms T attended court many times but found the process to be unhelpful. The court counsellor was young and inexperienced and welfare networks were under-resourced in the country. Initially, Ms T’s ex-husband paid minimal child support and now pays nothing. She believes that the court looked after her ex-husband first, prior to herself or the children. Fifteen years later, Ms T still struggles to survive financially and describes herself as “working poor”.

Women universally identified access to affordable and appropriate legal assistance as a major issue of concern. This includes access to legal information, advice and representation in legal proceedings. Access is further hampered for women living in rural and regional areas and those who experience disadvantage through homelessness, poverty, family and domestic violence and a range of other, often intersecting factors. 

Many women’s contact with the law is the result of gendered violence. (See also the Violence Against Women chapter).

Family Law and its processes operate to the detriment of many women. Of particular concern was the push toward negotiation / mediation instead of litigation, and the push to create child support agreements independent of the Child Support Agency. Women are also feeling the financial burden of fathers’ $700 million in unpaid child support (nationally). 

Women and their children are often in a much worse financial position than their ex-spouses in the immediate aftermath of property settlement. Some women found that they were likely to achieve a more equitable outcome for themselves and their children by utilising formal family law processes and seeking orders from the Family Court. 

In addition, many women felt that family law fails to protect women from violence after separation. Grave concerns were raised about the inadequacy of Intervention Orders to protect women and children from violence, especially the failure by police and law to enforce and follow-up on breaches. Privacy legislation (Privacy Act 1988 (Cth) as amended) was also cited as obstructing women’s capacity to successfully prosecute violent ex-partners. On the positive side, privacy laws can also be used by women to ensure they are safe from further harassment.
Women were alarmed by the increasing power of men’s lobby groups in influencing family law changes and outcomes. Women and women’s groups fiercely opposed the push for a presumption of joint residence (“equal time”) by these groups, which resulted in a House of Representatives Inquiry. Women deplored the diversion of resources from programs for women as a result of the men’s groups’ lobbying.

Women face discrimination in defences to homicide, and in the attitudes of courts to sentencing and eligibility for parole, where women kill to escape from a violent partner. Heather Osland was found guilty of the murder of her husband while Heather’s son, who struck the fatal blow, was acquitted of all charges. Heather and her family had suffered years of horrific violence at her husband’s hands. Notwithstanding this, the Court found that Heather had not killed in self-defence. Heather’s case is a tragic example of the gendered nature of the law, in particular the failure of the law for women who kill in self-defence to family and domestic violence perpetrated against them.

Women abhorred the lack of legal recognition of and the discrimination against lesbian women and their relationships, including in relation to same-sex marriages and access to superannuation, which are federal government responsibilities. The lack of legal recognition, lack of access to medical services and systemic discrimination against transgender and transitioning women are of serious concern. 

Women who are mental health service-users and women with cognitive and other impairments also face barriers in having sometimes multiple and complex needs met by the current legal system and as a result do not have equitable access to justice and the law.

The systemic discriminatory treatment of refugee and asylum seeker women and families in Australia through federal government policies and programs was condemned, particularly the denial of access to basic social services. Women cited the constraints placed on temporary protection visa holders, the lack of family reunion provisions and the wide-ranging impacts of current policies on the ability of women to obtain work, access childcare and live freely within the community. 

Participants identified concerns for women’s civil liberties in the context of the new and proposed federal anti-terror laws, which increase the capacity of security agencies to interrogate and detain women without trial. 

Our Situation

Policies and programs

The lack of appropriate and affordable legal assistance was seen as a direct result of funding cuts to legal aid, insufficient funding to community legal centres, including for their preventive work, and prioritising of particular legal matters in funding guidelines. Women raised concerns that many women are forced to appear in courts (and during other stages of the legal process) without legal advice or representation, especially in family law. The greater level of funding for criminal matters compared with family law matters means that legal aid funding is provided in a discriminatory way; that is, it is much more widely available to men (who make up a greater proportion of recipients of legal aid for criminal matters), than women.

The proposed tendering out of Indigenous legal services could create another barrier for Indigenous women seeking to initiate or defend legal proceedings. Concerns were raised about Indigenous women’s exclusion from some Indigenous legal services following their partners’ prior access to the service, which created a conflict of interest. 

The Victoria Police ‘Code of Practice for the Investigation of Family Violence’ has been completed and is due to be launched this year. The final draft of the ‘Code of Practice for the Investigation of Sexual Assault’ is near completion. 

Legislation 

· Family law issues are governed by the Family Law Act 1975 (Cth). However, access to supports and legal processes under this Act are governed and often impeded by limitations on legal aid funding

· The Crimes (Family Violence) Act 1987 (Vic) governs the issuing of Intervention Orders (IO). Women identified barriers at every step in the IO process: filing an application, obtaining, servicing and enforcing the IO. Women in the consultations were particularly disappointed by the police and court response to breaches of IOs. Police policy and Standing Orders also impact on the efficacy of an IO for a woman. The Victorian Law Reform Commission is currently conducting a review of the Crimes (Family Violence) Act 1987 (Vic), including failure to prosecute breaches

· The significant reduction in compensation available to victims of crime since the Victims of Crime Assistance Act 1996 (Vic) was introduced denies women survivors their right to full compensation

· Women’s reproductive rights are seen as inadequately protected and promoted in law in Victoria. See the Health chapter for further details
Our Successes

· Specialist courts (eg. Sex Worker Court and Domestic Violence Court, currently being developed), with allocated magistrate(s) and specialist workers, will help meet the needs of women more effectively

· Services that provide free or low-cost advocacy, advice and information on law and legal rights, such as Women's Legal Service Victoria and Women’s Information and Referral Exchange, empower women to make informed choices 

· Community legal centres provide individual and systemic advocacy for women. The National Network of Women's Legal Services undertakes advocacy at the federal level

· Public recognition by public figures (such as Christine Nixon, Victoria Police Chief Commissioner, and Alastair Nicholson, retired Chief Justice of the Family Court of Australia) of the importance of women and children’s rights has a positive influence on community attitudes

· Establishment of the National Network of Indigenous Women’s Legal Services enhances the capacity of these services to meet Indigenous women’s needs and advocate on behalf of a diversity of Indigenous women

· Programs that focus on working with men to end their violent behaviour (such as ‘No to Violence’) are important and their impact on women and children is currently being investigated

Our Solutions

· The state government should support and lobby the Federal government to immediately sign the Optional Protocol to CEDAW and remove reservations regarding the provision of paid maternity leave and the participation of women in direct armed combat

· Assist women to recognise and demand their human rights by providing programs that focus on human rights education for women

· Allocate state funding to programs that currently have only ‘in-principle’ policy support. For example, the Statewide Steering Committee to Reduce Family Violence is developing a ‘Framework to guide the Victorian Integrated Response to Family Violence’. This was not allocated any funding in the last state budget

· Grant greater autonomy and increased funding to the Office for the Status of Women to enhance its role in shaping policy and legislation that affects women

· Increase funding for domestic violence and legal services that support women to escape violence (including refuges and outreach workers)

· For refugee and asylum seeker women, the Victorian government should call on the Federal government to repeal current discriminatory policies

· Any remaining aspects of the Equal Opportunity Act 1995 (Vic) that are contrary to CEDAW should be removed, including the exception that allows discrimination on the basis of sex in relation to particular competitive sporting activities and discrimination against women by religious institutions
Leadership and Political Participation

Our Rights

CEDAW requires that governments secure women’s right to be involved in public and political life in Article 7 and Article 8. These articles state that women have the right to vote, hold public office, “participate in the formulation of government policy”, “participate in non-governmental organizations and associations concerned with the public and political life of the country”, and represent their governments and communities internationally. 

Our Voices

Women in the consultations challenged the traditional conception of leadership and participation as representation in a political party system and appointment to corporate or public bodies. Greater recognition of leaders in the family, institutions and communities is needed to gain a more accurate picture of women in leadership roles and to increase the perceived societal value associated with these roles. Participants were interested in active citizenship and developing inclusive approaches to participation that empower women to make meaningful contributions to community.

Ms F has university degrees from both China and Australia. One is in education; the other is in IT. For three years, she has been trying to find an employment relating to either of her fields of study. So far, the only job she has secured is two hours per week teaching Chinese at evening school. According to government statistics, Ms F is employed; however, she feels she is restricted from making a meaningful contribution to her community.

Women commented that externally imposed governance models have not always increased the inclusiveness or democracy within organisations. Moreover, some models challenge the feminist collective principles that actually promote women’s participation. 

Media representation often reinforces gender stereotypes and needs to be continually challenged. In particular, recognition of leadership and authority in the media does not reflect the extent of leadership women are undertaking in communities.

Young women seek opportunities to participate in community change, however there are structural barriers that impede their access to leadership opportunities. 

There is little encouragement for young women to participate in local decision-making processes in some communities, as traditional and cultural attitudes often project limited life options for women school leavers. This is particularly true in rural communities and in Culturally and Linguistically Diverse (CALD) families.

After years of affirmative action programs, women are still under-represented in decision-making bodies, including parliament, local councils, the judiciary and in the public sector. Of seventy-nine Victorian local councils, thirty–one have more than one-third women councillors, the highest since the reforms of 1996. However, five councils have no women and seventeen have only one woman. In fact, more than half of Victorian councils have fewer than two women councillors, and many women who are elected do not contest elections a second time. 

Despite the high number of women who are active in Culturally and Linguistically Diverse  (CALD) Communities, there is a low representation of women on relevant CALD peak bodies, councils and advisory groups. 

Increased levels of racial vilification have resulted in women being concerned about their safety in public areas, thereby impacting their participation in civil society. Moreover, uncertain or temporary visa status reduces the capacity of women to undertake leadership roles. 

The Islamic Women’s Welfare Association of Victoria has consulted widely and reports that Muslim women face a complex set of barriers preventing meaningful and sustainable participation in Australian society. Poverty, homelessness, limited access to education and the labour market, violence, intergenerational family breakdown, over-representation in media coverage and increasing racial and religious discrimination feature in the lives of Muslim women.  

Immigrant women identified that their overseas qualifications and experiences are not recognised in Australia, which seriously undermines their status and participation in community work.  Immigrant women identified that their participation in community work is restricted because of family responsibilities often related to differing conceptions of family and changed familial circumstances due to migration.

Concerns about the capacity of women’s and community organisations to speak out on key issues were raised. Those in receipt of government funding should not have to compromise their advocacy role because of concerns with security of funding. 

Our Situation

Policies and programs

The Office of Women's Policy, relocated in 2003 from the Department of Premier and Cabinet to the Department for Victorian Communities, is responsible for providing advice to the Victorian Government on issues of concern to women. However, many women who participated in the WRANA consultation seemed unsure of whether these departments were supporting women’s leadership in the community. 

The main task of the Office of Women’s Policy is to coordinate and monitor government policies and programs that impact on women and their families. Annual forums have been a key mechanism to facilitate this, as has been the appointment of a series of special Ministerial Advisory Committees. There is a perception that such ‘representative’ groups may, in practice, close off debate in significant areas for a period of months or years. 

The Victorian government has identified ‘Representation and Equity’ as one of four key issues for women. In late 2002 the Minister for Women’s Affairs announced two initiatives to increase participation by women. The first was the Women’s Community Leadership grants scheme, where funding is allocated to individual women. The second was an official target of 40% of appointments to Victorian government boards and committees being awarded to women. As yet, there is little systematic reporting of the outcomes of these programs. Women of CALD backgrounds expressed a sense of exclusion from these affirmative action programs. 

Indigenous women identified that the pressure of participating in boards and committees within organisations leaves them with little space for wider community leadership and participation. 

The current Attorney General has ensured that 50% of all of appointments to the Victorian judiciary and magistracy have been women. However, there are doubts as to whether greater visibility of women in this area of government has delivered good outcomes for women. During the same period, custodial sentences for women appearing in court have increased significantly.

Legislation

From 2004 all council elections will be for fixed four-year terms; this and other changes to the Local Government Act 1989 (Vic) are expected to further inhibit women from standing for election. The Women's Participation in Local Government Coalition (WPILGC) commissioned research entitled ‘Moving On: Women and Retirement from Victorian Local Government’, which showed that women are reluctant to stay in office.  The report summarises that  “women are less inclined/prone to hold on to office for status reasons alone”.   In 2004 a new WPILGC project is planned – ‘Women in Local Leadership’ – to build women’s representation by strengthening women’s networks in local areas.

Our Successes

· The Women’s Participation in Local Government Coalition (WPILGC) was formed following local government reform between 1994-1996 to encourage a new generation of women councillors. In 2001, the three-year ‘Strengthening Communities through Women’s Participation’ (SCWP) project was initiated, helping the number of Victorian local women representatives to climb to 29%

· The Victorian Immigrant and Refugee Women’s Coalition (VIWRC) established in 1998, is an umbrella organisation for fifty eight community-based women’s groups. Its successes include partnerships with other non-governmental organisations and government agencies

· The Self -Esteem, Identity, Leadership and Community Participation (SILC) project, initiated by the Islamic Women’s Welfare Council of Victoria, provides opportunities for Muslim women to develop their self-confidence, well-being and awareness of issues, individual strengths and leadership skills. On completion of the course, participants are encouraged to act as resource persons, mentors and leaders in the community  

· The ‘Honouring Women in Moreland’ Awards acknowledge the contribution of women to social justice in the municipality and the wellbeing of Moreland’s diverse community
· The Purple Sage Project, begun in 1998, involved six thousand Victorians in a dialogue to strengthen participatory democracy. A range of actions and strategies were developed to re-energise our democracy and further engage women into the decision making process  

· The Victorian Women’s Trust and the Young Women’s Christian Association (YWCA) of Victoria have pioneered a more inclusive approach to participation through their community partnerships and programs such as ‘Spirit of Leadership’ and ‘Gorgeous Girls’ The YWCA has also mandated that 30% of all board membership must be young women under thirty.

· The Women’s Planning Network mentoring program promotes the role of women throughout the planning and development process by providing education about the needs and roles of women 

· EMILY's List provides financial support, training and mentoring to endorse candidates in State and Federal election campaigns

Our Solutions

· Encourage and create the conditions in which women representatives can work together for women’s rights

· Create women-friendly workplaces, including parliament and other decision-making forums

· Encourage young women to feel comfortable with the idea of leadership and participation, for example with programs to encourage young women to understand more about the workings of government and community organisations

· Address the multiple and often complex barriers to leadership which women face, within communities and in broader society

· Long-term investment in a diverse range of leadership programs for women. Funding should not be subject to the whim of the government department and Minister of the time 

· Commit to the provision of resources for leadership programs that go beyond the present rhetoric of “capacity building” and encourage social change

· Ensure that women’s organisations working in newly emerging communities receive appropriate resources to facilitate leadership and active citizenship participation projects.

· Challenge the media’s representation of women’s roles so that the diversity and strengths of women throughout society are represented

· Examine issues of governance, feminism and community organising – both how they are reflected in government programs and how they impact on non-government agencies

· Conduct research into the structural barriers to women’s leadership and participation, so that they can be addressed in leadership programs

Housing and Utilities

Our Rights
CEDAW requires that governments secure women’s right to be free from discrimination in economic and social life in Article 13. In Article 14, the right of rural women in particular to “enjoy adequate living conditions, particularly in relation to housing” is recognised. The rights are also secured through the work of the Committee, which addresses issues of housing in its concluding comments.

Our Voices

The following individual stories highlight a number of key issues which affect the capacity of women to access housing:

Ms P and her four children have been looking for housing for a year. She has applied for many rental properties, but has not been successful. She suspects that she is being discriminated against because she is a refugee and receives income support from Centrelink. Of course, home ownership is completely beyond her grasp, despite the First Homeowners Grant. Working with a support agency, she finally accesses a home in the outer transport zone of Melbourne (her support agency is in the inner transport zone). She signs a lease, and week later returns to move into the property. In the intervening period, racist slogans had been painted on the fence. After a period of six months, and having been subject to ongoing racism, Ms P decides to move to rural Victoria, despite the disruption it will cause to her children. Although housing costs have doubled in many areas and availability of affordable housing is becoming scarcer including in caravan parks, she is more easily able to access housing. However she is then penalised by Centrelink for moving to an area of higher unemployment.
Ms M, a 38-year-old woman and her six children experienced violence within their home for many years. After many years, she and her children left and were placed, with much difficulty, in a rural women’s refuge. She was then moved into a four bedroom transitional property. She could not accept a house offered by a housing agency because of its location and size, and she went to the bottom of the waiting list. She was then evicted from her property (reasons unknown) and stayed in a squat. A worker, acting within duty of care obligations, contacted child protection and Ms M’s children were taken from her and placed in foster care homes. Ms M became depressed and drug dependent, at the bottom of a six-year waiting list for a home with no money, no family, post-traumatic stress and severe alienation and shame. 

Across the board, women identified concerns with affordability of housing (for rental and home ownership), accessibility of housing, inappropriate and unsafe housing, and broad-based discrimination by banks and estate agents. Discrimination against Indigenous women who sought housing was highlighted as a key issue.

Women identified that public housing policies required rigid categories to be applied to women’s diverse experiences, and that women felt dehumanised when subject to the system.

The negative impact of gentrification on affordable and accessible housing for women was identified. It was recognised that as high-income earners have moved into inner-city areas, low-income earners have been forced out into outer urban areas, where infrastructure and support services are often lacking.

For women leaving prison, having access to affordable and safe housing close to relevant supports is vital. Women are often dependent on prison-specific services, which are under huge demands, and lack the resources to respond to all women. As a result many women are left homeless or in inappropriate and unsafe housing.  

Participants identified that the Office of Housing preference of leasing private stock to provide public housing, and the concomitant policy that leased properties cannot be modified, discriminated against women with mobility impairments.

Young women and their advocates identified key concerns, including: age-based discrimination in the private rental market, particularly in rural areas; a lack of non-family and domestic violence refuge options; and the double discrimination faced by young, single mothers. 

Women in Albury-Wodonga identified cross-border jurisdiction issues resulting in women being shunted from department to department. They also identified the lack of non-family and domestic violence women’s crisis housing programs as limiting access to assistance.

At a structural level, the inadequate level of funding provided to address women’s housing, in particular for feminist housing services was identified as a key failure of government. There was a perception that government ran housing programs as a business, and sought profit from the venture. 

Our Situation

Policies and programs

Supported Accommodation Assistance Program (SAAP)

The SAAP is the largest manifestation of the Commonwealth-State Housing Agreement (CSHA), and is the key governmental response to homelessness in the Australian community. It theoretically focuses on short-term and transitional housing needs, as well as early-intervention models, though advocates questioned whether this was the case in reality. It provides funding for refuge accommodation across all sectors, family and domestic violence programs, transitional and supported accommodation. Per capita spending on the CSHA declined by 25% in the 10-year period from 1984-85 to 1994-95.

Women constitute 56% of people entering SAAP services. Of women accessing SAAP services, 21% cite domestic violence as the reason for entering the service. It is estimated that 12,000 children accompany their mother/primary carer into a SAAP service. Advocates expressed concern that situating the government’s primary response to family and domestic violence in the SAAP funding bucket identifies family and domestic violence as a homelessness issue, rather than targeting the structural and cultural causes of violence. 

Office of housing 

Nationally, 6.5% of housing is provided through public housing stock. In Victoria, the policy of privatising and selling off housing stock has resulted in only 4% of housing being provided through public housing stock. As a result, the waiting lists for public housing now effectively precludes anyone who is not applying through a priority application process. Moreover, regulations exclude individuals or families already in private rental accommodation from applying. In essence, in Victoria, you must have a history of homelessness to apply for public housing. 

For women escaping family and domestic violence, priority applications to public housing can be made which may reduce the waiting period. But advocates reported that for a woman with children the waiting period is generally six months; for a woman without children it can extend to 18 months. Moreover, the process for applying for priority housing is onerous, and requires that women have sought legal interventions as well as social worker support through one of the SAAP-funded support agencies.

Home ownership and private rental

Property prices have risen exponentially in the past few years. Structural impediments to women’s economic security have put home ownership out of reach for single women and sole mothers. One woman at a rural consultation reported that a vendor refused to sell his property to her because she was a single mother. Another woman at a metropolitan consultation reported that her low income meant she could not take out a home loan, but that her rental was more than loan repayments.

Decreased public housing and unaffordable home prices is forcing women into the private rental market. As more first home owners buy properties, rents have become unaffordable, particularly for women with low-incomes. Women reported significant levels of discrimination in the private rental market, on the basis of income level (particularly women on Centrelink payments), ability, race and age (particularly young women in rural areas). 

The Housing Establishment Fund (HEF) provides some level of financial assistance to provide access to or maintenance of private rental accommodation, or crisis accommodation. However, some advocates have expressed concern that long-term housing needs would be better met if funding were directed to increase public housing, rather than subsidise private landlords. Within the framework of HEF funding, the sole, state-wide women-specific transitional housing program receives significantly less than other programs.

Legislation 

Discrimination in the private rental market contravenes the Equal Opportunity Act 1995 (Vic), which prohibits discrimination on the grounds of ability, race and sex (and other reasons) in relation to housing (and other matters). Income-based discrimination is not prohibited, despite this being a common form of discrimination.

Participants noted the failure of the Residential Tenancies Act 1997 (Vic) (RTA) to address the needs of women forced to leave their homes because of family and domestic violence. The RTA does not recognise that women being forced to leave their home because of violence are being evicted by the perpetrator of violence. The Act considers those women to have voluntarily vacated the premises, making them liable for rental and other costs associated with a broken lease and damage caused by their partner. Failure to pay their share of rent is a common form of financial abuse perpetrated by male partners. Women then fall into rent arrears and are blacklisted by real estate agents. Moreover, many women who lived in violent relationships are put on private rental ‘blacklists’ because of damage done by partners or complaints made by neighbours.

Women also noted that while abusive partners can be evicted from properties by a magistrate, in practice it seems that most magistrates are unwilling or unaware of the provisions. 

Our Successes

· Women’s Housing Limited (WHL) has received funding to work with women at Tarrengower Prison, when they first enter prison and immediately prior to their release. Due to limited funding, only a small proportion of women are able to access the service

· The YWCA of Victoria operates a long-term housing program for women in Richmond. Richmond House is home to 65 women over the age of 18

· Programs to assist women to move into sustainable private rental are being considered. Some regions in Victoria provide a subsidy of up to $1000 per annum to assist women to meet private rental costs. WHL are examining whether there are tax breaks associated with renting a property to a registered charity, thus enabling below-market rent to be available to women

· Agencies working on women’s housing are coming together to produce a unified political voice and will hold a Victorian Women’s Housing Summit in 2005

Our Solutions 

· In Tasmania, the state government funds public housing programs with the revenue raised from stamp duty. This system should be adopted in Victoria, to eliminate the waiting list for public housing and also to improve public transport to outer suburbs

· Prohibit discrimination on the basis of income-level, particularly in the private rental sector

· Increase communication with real estate agents to help reduce discrimination. The SMARTA (Selling and Marketing of Accessible Real Estate to All) program in NSW equips real estate agents and property managers to determine the accessibility of a property for rent or purchase

· Address the root causes of homelessness through effective, well-funded early intervention programs. For example, address the root causes of family and domestic violence or implement appropriate levels of housing support for young women leaving state care

· Fund longitudinal studies for people leaving SAAP services, to examine what housing options they are accessing

· Amend the Equal Opportunity Act to prohibit discrimination on the grounds of income-level

Health

Our Rights

Women have the right to be healthy, and must be able to access health services that meet their particular needs. Article 12 of CEDAW requires governments to “eliminate discrimination against women in the field of health care in order to ensure….access to health care services, including those related to family planning.”

Our Voices

A social model of health acknowledges that women’s health is affected by complex and interrelated factors, including age, ethnicity, migration experience, disability, discrimination and geographic isolation. 

Ms D migrated to Australia many years ago. She worked 70 to 80 hours per week at a restaurant while bringing up three children. The financial and emotional pressure on her was enormous. She is now in the mental health system. She never had a chance to be with her children when they were young, and now they don’t know her.

Cuts to public health funding, including Medicare, public hospitals, dental care and allied health services, seriously undermine the quality of health care available to women. 

Changes to Medicare mean many women are unable to access bulk-billing doctors and have to pay the out-of-pocket expenses. The shortage of doctors in rural areas makes it particularly difficult to access bulk-billing practitioners. 

Ms A went to the doctor with her ill daughter. The visit lasted about 25 minutes, and the doctor charged her $90, saying it was “long counselling”. Medicare will pay $45 which means Ms A has to pay $45 for each visit. She was told if she wasn’t willing to pay the fee the doctor would finish the visit in three minutes. Ms A only has one child now, and is worried about the cost of having more. Her neighbours, an elderly couple, don’t go to the doctor anymore. Instead they get relatives to send medication from overseas and take a pill from a bottle when they get sick. They say it’s much cheaper than seeing a doctor.

Services are not always culturally or linguistically appropriate. The Central Health Interpreter Service has been dismantled, further disabling an already inadequate system. Translations of limited health information are available on the internet, however access depends on ability to use computers, and literacy. Knowledge of the services and facilities available was a significant issue for many women.

Being an immigrant has additional health impacts. Many migrant women have to work long hours, leaving them with no time to learn English, navigate the Australian health system or spend time with their children. Refugees have the poorest health outcomes of all migrants, due to pre-migration experiences (such as torture), mandatory detention, and temporary visa status.  

Mental Health for women is gendered, and women are over-represented in the mental health system. The failure of early intervention, due to lack of funding or trivialisation of women’s issues, means that women end up in acute mental health services. Medicalising women’s symptoms is seen as a quick-fix compared to acknowledging and addressing the causes of women’s distress or offering other options. Women complain that tranquillisers are over-prescribed. Stress, depression, anxiety and insomnia are all significant problems. Issues contributing to mental ill-health include domestic violence, sexual abuse, post-natal depression and isolation. 

Women with disabilities are more likely to be institutionalised, poor and less educated. When seeking medical attention, symptoms or conditions are wrongly attributed to the person's primary disability, rather than to a separate medical condition.

The concept of ‘motherhood’ is contested. Participants felt that all women’s choices about motherhood are condemned by different sections of society – mothers working outside the home are ‘bad mothers’, if they do not work outside the home they are not seen as really ‘working’, while single mothers are seen as welfare dependent. Maternal depression (PND) is trivialised and not considered ‘real’ depression. Women need choices in treatment, including medication and counselling and other non-medical services. Cultural taboos around PND must not prevent women from getting help they need.

Having children is becoming a less viable choice for many women. Lack of access to quality, affordable childcare is a problem for many women, who still bear an unfair burden of childcare. Economic circumstances, low income, inadequate housing, temporary, part-time or casual work, combined with lack of access to paid maternity leave, and access to quality, affordable childcare, has seen many women choose not to have children. Young pregnant women and mothers have difficulties continuing their education, trapping them in a cycle of welfare and poverty.  

Young women felt that they were vulnerable to unrealistic stereotypes and media images. This can lead to poor body image. Many felt that they are coerced into having sex and felt they were not respected by young men, and that women are labelled more harshly than men in relation to their sexual activities.  

Younger participants also identified that women’s participation in recreational activities was inhibited by stereotypes which promote ‘male’ activities, while women’s needs are not addressed; this is reflected in town planning policies. 

There is a lack of suitable aged care facilities, particularly for older migrant women. 

Our Situation

Policies and programs 

The Victorian government has developed a Women’s Health Strategy to improve the health of Victorian women, and needs to actively promote it.

The current Commonwealth government’s commitment to ‘family values’ means that health policies focus on maintaining traditional family structures. Policies such as the ‘baby bonus’, reductions in childcare funding and lack of paid maternity leave programs, encourage women to stay at home, a choice which can negatively impact their health. This discriminates against women not fitting into a ‘traditional’ role, including lesbian women and single mothers.

Paid maternity leave is not available to all women. See section on economic security.

At present, suicide prevention strategies are male-orientated, focusing on gun protection and violent forms of suicide. Few strategies address the more subtle female forms or causes, such as histories of abuse and mental health problems.

The ‘morning after pill’ has recently become available from pharmacies across Australia without a prescription. This will greatly improve access for women in need of emergency contraception and may reduce abortion rates, which remain among the highest in the industrialised world.

The US-Australia Free Trade Agreement, the World Trade Organisation’s (WTO) Trade-Related Intellectual Property Rights Agreement, and ambiguous provisions in the WTO General Agreement on Trade in Services, jeopardise the Pharmaceutical Benefits Scheme and the ongoing provision of universal, social medicine, and will contribute to increased costs for medicines and health services  – which will disproportionately affect women’s equal right to health.

Public health in crisis

Medicare has been slashed, and access to public hospitals, bulk billing doctors and allied health services (such as counselling) is extremely difficult. This has a disproportionate impact on women, particularly the most marginalised women. Women who cannot access generalised services are thrown into the acute care system, putting more pressure on the public health system at a later stage.

The government offers a 30% private health insurance rebate. This costs taxpayers $2.8 billion a year and disproportionately benefits wealthier people to the detriment of public health. People are still using the public health system for serious conditions, and using private insurance for elective treatments.  

Legislation

Reproductive rights are governed by legislation, and government policy. There are two discriminatory pieces of legislation: the Infertility Treatment Act 1995 (Vic) and the Crimes Act 1958 (Vic).

Abortion is still illegal in Victoria under the Crimes Act 1958 (Vic). However, this has been the subject of a decision of the Supreme Court of Victoria, stating that abortion is lawful when there is a serious danger to the pregnant woman's physical and mental health.

IVF (Invitro-fertilization) in Victoria is governed by the Infertility Treatment Act 1995 (Vic), which denies access to IVF to those outside heterosexual marriages or de facto relationships. The High Court ruled this to be contrary to the Sex Discrimination Act 1984 (Cth), and the Victorian government has stated that fertility treatment will be available to women regardless of their marital or de facto status (the legislation itself has not been amended.) However, the government has also stated that women who are single and deemed medically fertile will be denied treatment. 

Our Successes

· An IVF clinic in Melbourne has circumvented the legislation preventing single women and lesbians from receiving IVF treatment by allowing women to take donor sperm home for self-insemination. After four failed treatments, they are deemed medically infertile and are granted full access to the IVF program 
· ‘The Better Health Channel’ provides online access to health information. Recently a multi-lingual website has also been developed, but information is rudimentary and presupposes computer literacy
· Praise Community School has facilities for young pregnant women who wish to complete their education. More schools need to be sensitive to young mothers’ needs by providing breast feeding programs and child care

· Working Women’s Health is a state-wide health promotion service for NESB women. Teams of bi-lingual and bi-cultural workers visit women in their workplaces or in community settings to provide them with health information. Programs are run according to a culturally appropriate, woman-to-woman model that acknowledges women as the authorities on their own bodies and health needs

· ‘Beauty Deep’ aims to promote positive body image among young people in the Albury-Wodonga area

· The Centre for Adolescent Health has a drop-in centre for young people, which allows young women to access health services without being seen to do so
Our Solutions

· Mobilise women’s health advocates in the community, from individuals to peak bodies such as VCOSS. Networking, lobbying government and demanding public debate are essential. Volunteerism must be valued and supported

· Enhance advocacy roles of peak women’s health organisations like Women’s Health Association of Victoria and Working Women’s Health. Both emphasise a social model of health and provide a ‘gendered lens’ for government and decision-makers

· Include information about available services and women-sensitive and culturally inclusive practice in education and training programs for health professionals. Encourage them to disseminate information about the services available more widely to women in order to facilitate their choices

· Fund and promote long-term, continuous health and community care programs. This would help avoid casualisation of the female-dominated welfare and human service industries and would provide better continuity for service users

· Support thorough, collaborative research into the social and economic value of preventive health programs

· Create family-friendly workplaces through legislation and funding. Childcare should be seen as men’s as well as women’s responsibility, and the creation of family-friendly workplaces would help facilitate that shift

· Lower the age at which Medicare cards can be obtained to allow young women privacy and confidentiality when attending health services

· Ensure paid maternity leave is universally available to all women, regardless of occupation or occupational status, or any other factors   
Education
Our Rights

CEDAW requires governments to secure women's right to all aspects of education and training in Article 10. This includes access to opportunities, programs, achievements, scholarships, grants and resources - at all levels and types of training, and in all fields of education. 

Our Voices

Women expressed concern about their own access to education, as well as their families' access to education.

Ms D is a woman with a vision impairment studying at a higher education institution. Her textbooks have to be "Brailled" in order for her to study. Up until now, Ms D has been accessing financial assistance from a cost recovery program for vision-impaired people's educational needs. However, as this program has been discontinued, Ms D is having difficulty finding money to cover her study costs. 

Women identified the lack of available, accessible, affordable, or acceptable education as impeding their participation in education (at all levels) and training. 

Women identified that affordability, accessibility and quality in early childhood education is inconsistent. A recent report by the Australian Education Union, Early Childhood Update 2004, has noted that children from non-English speaking backgrounds and children with disabilities are under-represented in early childhood education. This reflects the findings of a recent independent inquiry into early childhood education, For all our Children. Early childhood workers are under-paid, earning less at the completion of their four-year degree than their similarly qualified primary-school teaching colleagues.

Women identified that inadequate funding to public education was undermining the provision of free public education. While theoretically there are no fees, women identified concerns about the rising costs involved with sending children to primary and secondary schools. Extra costs accrue in relation to uniforms, textbooks, camps and excursions. The Australian Education Union notes the inequitable distribution of public funding in education: while state government schools enrol 68% of students, they receive 76% of funding; Catholic and Independent schools enrol 32% of students and receive 24% of funding.

Women identified that recent debates have suggested that the low level of male teachers is negatively affecting boys' primary and secondary educational experiences. The proponents of this debate have sought to place the educational outcomes of boys and girls in competition with each other. In addition, their arguments have devalued the contributions that women teachers make to the teaching of boys in primary and secondary education. 

Instead of addressing root issues of inadequate funding which contributes to large class sizes, poor conditions and salary levels, the government has introduced the Sex Discrimination Amendment (Teaching Profession) Bill. This amendment to the Sex Discrimination Act 1984 (Cth) would enable employer's to offer scholarships to male teacher education students, as an incentive to men to become teachers. This scholarship would cover the costs of university teaching degrees. This Bill is a knee-jerk, discriminatory response. The Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission has found it to be unjustified; and further that it reinforces systemic discrimination against women because "as 'women's work' [teaching] has never been remunerated properly." 

At present, exemptions to the Sex Discrimination Act 1984 (Cth) enable religious educational institutions to discriminate against women. Women in our consultations identified that these exemptions needed to be abolished.

Where girls leave school before the end of Year 12, they are less likely than boys to secure employment or ongoing training; yet the Australian Education Union reports that a higher percentage of girls leave school before Year 12 than boys.

Women continue to be under-represented in senior management positions within schools and in teaching senior class levels, and are more likely to be on short-term contracts than male colleagues. Women identified that family responsibilities in part precluded them taking up these positions. This gendered division of labour within primary and secondary education contributes to pay inequity within the education system. 

As young people are not universally suited to school environments, appropriate training and education alternatives should be available. Education and training should be adaptable to young people's needs and interests.

The commodification and privatisation of education continues to negatively affect the right of women to education. The economic burden of studying is significant and often inhibiting. Recent amendments, proposed by the Federal government, have allowed universities to increase fees by up to 25%. Due to limited employment opportunities (this is also linked to type of work they do - casual, part time, and career breaks for children) following study and other factors. Women find HECS debts are a particularly heavy burden. At present, 93% of men will have paid their Higher Education Contribution Scheme (HECS) debt by the age of 65, but only 77% of women will. The introduction of full-fee paying places at universities means that those able to pay will be able to access a course with lower entrance scores than those paying HECS. These fee-paying places take a position that would otherwise be a HECS place. 

Fees for university courses are charged according to the course studied. The more prestigious subjects such as medicine and law attract the highest fees, proving a disincentive for women with limited financial means. As these degrees earn their holders higher salaries, women who have been prevented from accessing them are permanently disadvantaged.

Women with low incomes find the costs of studying negatively affects the money available for their households. It can cost at a minimum $600, and up to several thousand dollars per semester for fees. Most students must have part-time jobs to support themselves while studying, leaving little time or energy for proper study. 

Costs associated with textbooks, materials and travel are prohibitive. In particular, women highlighted the detrimental impact of the government decision to abolish the Text Book Subsidy Scheme, which had ensured that students did not have to pay GST on books.

While they make up the majority of people studying at university, women are predominantly represented in certain study areas. Women are well-represented in the areas of Education, Health, Arts, Humanities and Social Sciences, while under-represented in Engineering and Surveying. Stereotypes and women's negative experiences in male dominated fields were thought to influence the persistence of these trends. 

It was highlighted that some women face particular challenges in realising their right to education. Women with disabilities are hampered by the lack of physical access to buildings and classrooms, as well as access to appropriate learning materials (such as audio and Braille materials). There is a lack of proper funding for women who have children with a disability. Women in prison also face particular barriers. 

Vocational education and training is at the nexus of many women's economic participation in the workforce. Over the last decade, policies and resources that address women's needs in vocational education and training have declined. This has been accompanied by an increasing attention directed to the needs of boys and men, despite evidence of the continuation of the highly gendered segregated nature of Australia's workforce, both vertically and horizontally, and lack of pay equity for women. Women identified that current policy programs do not address discrimination against women. 

Women also identified barriers to re-training and re-entry after temporarily leaving the workforce. Centrelink, the body that supports most women outside of the workforce, does not offer appropriate options for re-training. It was agreed that women who take time off work to have children or to attend to other life circumstances should be supported to return to work or study.

The lack of affordable childcare makes attending secondary school, TAFE or university extremely difficult for many women. This shortage often forces women to work longer hours to earn more, or to give up on study altogether. 

Asylum seekers who enter Australia without valid visas have difficulty accessing education. Children in immigration detention are not provided with adequate schooling, despite assurances under the 1951 Refugee Convention. Those found to be genuine refugees are given a Temporary Protection Visa which does not entitle them to English classes or subsidised tertiary education. If they wish to attend university they must pay full fees which is beyond the means of most. The temporary nature of the visa means that children are not guaranteed continuity of education and affects their ability to study.

Our Situation

Policies and programs

In the 2004-2005 Federal Budget the Text Book Subsidy Scheme was abolished. This scheme ensured that students were not paying a GST on their textbooks. The resulting increase in textbook costs will make it more difficult for women to afford an education. 

Women's access to social security and housing and their family relationships all affect their access to higher education. Means-testing to assess women's eligibility for government assistance is usually rigid and prevents many young women from moving out of home while they are studying, despite it being unsafe or inappropriate to stay.

Legislation

The commodification and privatisation of tertiary education is facilitated by the Higher Education Legislation Amendment Bill (No. 2) 2004 (Cth), which will negatively affect women's access to education, and will affect the equity of higher education in the future. The Bill, to come into effect in 2005, will mean an increase in HECS fees. It will also facilitate the introduction of up-front fees for domestic students. The legislation allows universities to increase the level of HECS by 25% and also increase the number of up-front fee places available to domestic students. See also discussion on the Sex Discrimination Act in this Chapter.
Our Successes

· Flexible approaches to funding models, such as that adopted by the University of Queensland, enhances access to education for people at different income levels

· Programs at TAFEs and universities specifically designed to increase the participation of Indigenous people enhance their access to education at all levels

· The Certificate of General Education, operating at the YWCA of Albury/Wodonga, provides the opportunity for young people aged 15-21 to complete their year 10 certificate. This provides young people with an opportunity to be reconnected to mainstream education

Our Solutions

· The Higher Education Legislation Amendment Bill (No. 2) 2004 (Cth) should not be adopted

· Improve the accessibility, safety and coverage of public transport so that women who are geographically isolated are not restricted from accessing education

· Ensure information about a range of different kinds of educational options and tools is available to women and their families

· Create opportunities for dialogue between all educational institutions and encourage them to work together to enhance women's access to education at all levels

· The Textbook Subsidy Scheme should be re-introduced

· Allocate funding to programs that make women more aware of their right to education. Introducing something similar to the ACT legislation which articulates a charter for life long education will facilitate this shift

Employment and Economic Security
Our Rights

Women have the right to work, to receive training and employment opportunities; to receive equal pay to men for work of equal value; to have access to benefits, compensatory schemes and allowances, especially in relation to retirement and incapacity to work. Women have the right to not be discriminated against in the workplace on the basis of marriage, pregnancy and maternity, and to have their health and safety protected. Women have the right to paid maternity leave and to access support and social services which allow them to combine family obligations with work responsibilities. CEDAW requires governments to secure these rights in Article 11.

Our Voices

The key causes of poverty among women include the continuing inequality of wage levels, the nature of the paid work most women do, the high costs of child care and education, the lack of affordable housing, insufficient income support, especially for sole parent families, and the lack of wealth accumulation to support retirement. 

A woman separated from her de facto partner due to domestic violence. She felt her ex-partner cheated her during mediation, by not disclosing his full assets and because she had to ‘prove’ her contributions to the household. Her ex-partner retained his superannuation and is now on a very high income. Unable to afford childcare for her children - one of whom has a disability – and with a spinal injury cause by the domestic violence, she had to forfeit paid work. Her superannuation had gone into the family home, and she had to borrow money to buy her partner’s share of the house and pay her legal debts. More than 10 years later she is living in poverty.

Women in the consultations felt that the lack of affordable and accessible childcare prevents them from fully participating in the workforce. Funding cuts to the childcare sector have made childcare prohibitively expensive for working women and have resulted in long waiting lists. Women felt that this reflected a lack of appreciation for their contribution to the workplace, and also the continued undervaluing of women’s reproductive labour.

Maternity leave is not available to all women, and women on short-term contracts or employed on a casual basis are ineligible for maternity leave. Lack of legislation to make paid maternity leave compulsory in government, corporate and business organisations discriminates against women wishing to balance family and career life.

Deregulation of the labour market, casualisation and contract-based labour and changes to employment laws reduces job security and income. Women are more likely to be employed in part-time and casual work, as the flexibility of casual work is more convenient for women with caring commitments. However, casual work contracts often deny employees access to leave entitlements, particularly paid maternity leave. Some women reported experiences of unpaid overtime in casual work roles. Casual and part-time workers accrue less superannuation, take longer to pay education debts and have difficulty obtaining bank loans, leading to long-term financial disadvantage. This may be a contributing factor to the over-representation of elderly women in poverty rates. 

Little support is provided for women with physical, intellectual or psychiatric disabilities to participate in the workforce. This means that many workplaces, businesses, community gathering places, and service providing organisations are inaccessible to women with disabilities, making it difficult for them to take up paid employment. 

Women felt that unpaid work was undervalued in the community and in government policy. Women are still responsible for a disproportionate amount of household chores and as carers of children and sick, disabled or elderly relatives. The double burden that this imposes on women, who also need or want to do waged work, is barely acknowledged by society. Some migrant women mentioned that cultural expectations on women being the primary caregiver gave women less respected positions within the family. Women also do a large amount of voluntary work, which is undervalued.

Women have not achieved pay equality. On average, pay is lower in traditional women’s occupations (such as nursing or child care) and women occupy more junior ranks in traditional male-dominated occupations such as manufacturing and IT. The proposed amendments to the Sex Discrimination Act 1984 (Cth) which would enable men to receive a higher wage than women in teaching is discriminatory (see Education Chapter for further information). 

Many Australian women are living in poverty. Women who are sole parents and elderly single women are over represented in groups living on low incomes. Indigenous, migrant and non-English speaking background women are at high risk of poverty. Sole parent families currently comprise 15% of all Australian families, of which 13% are headed by women and 2% by men.  Nine out of ten of all working sole parents are women.  

The impact of stereotypes of women’s roles in society affects women’s employment prospects. Some young women, particularly from rural areas or CALD backgrounds, believed there was an assumption that women will form a family and have babies once they leave school. Other women reported feeling discriminated against in their employment because they had children. Women complained that it is difficult to obtain factory jobs due to the perception that they will get pregnant. 

Refugee and immigrant women from non-English speaking backgrounds have the poorest employment outcomes of any sector of Australian society. Lack of fluency in English, lack of recognition of overseas qualifications, unfamiliarity with the Australian work culture, and visa status are all barriers to effective participation in the workforce. Almost all outworkers are migrant women, and experience high rates of occupational injuries. Many are unaware of their rights or unable to enforce them.

Women continue to experience high levels of workplace harassment, including bullying and sexual harassment. Young women, women in subordinate positions, and women without job security (particularly those on contracts or in casual employment) are particularly vulnerable.

Our Situation

Policies and programs

The ‘mutual obligation’ policy reflects the failure to recognise women’s reproductive labour contributions. In 2002, the Commonwealth government increased pressure to force single mothers into low-paid jobs by extending ’mutual obligation’ for welfare provision to sole parents. Many women reported that ‘mutual obligation’ was unfair, particularly for women whose carer commitments were high and for women with language and mental health issues.

LaTrobe University provides childcare to students and staff through a children’s cooperative. Benefits include better relationships between staff, children and parents; allowing (particularly single) mothers to return to education; and involving mothers in the community. Some Neighbourhood Houses run similar programs.

Unions have been targeted under Industrial Relations policies, including laws which seek to outlaw “pattern bargaining” (the process of industry wide bargaining). 

Legislation

A number of Acts address elements of women’s economic participation. These include:

· Social Security Act 1991 (Cth)

· Commonwealth Powers (Industrial Relations) Act 1996 (Vic)

· Sex Discrimination Act 1984 (Cth)

· Anti-Discrimination Act 1991 (Cth)

· Disability Discrimination 1991 (Cth)

· Equal Opportunity Act 1995 (Vic)

· Equal Opportunity for Women in the Workplace Act 1999 (Cth)

The recently introduced Outworkers (Improved Protection) Act 2003 (Vic)

aims to reduce exploitation of home workers

Our Successes

· Women’s employment services target the needs of marginalised women in the workplace or women looking for work. For example, Women's Employment Support Service (WESS), a specialist service for women with a disability or experiencing disadvantage from a non-English speaking background (NESB) or living in the Western Region. Also, Flinders Employment Services is a competitive employment service for people with a disability who are actively seeking employment in the open labour market

· Family Friendly Workplaces – Some workplaces have family friendly policies even though they are not a requirement under law. Family friendly policies may include flexible start and finish times, permanent part-time contracts, flexible work arrangements such as working from home, career breaks, lactation breaks for nursing mothers and transfer arrangements to other work locations (where possible) for family reasons. Some include leave provisions such as family leave and carer leave and parental leave with the option of workers being kept up to date with training and information. Other family friendly workplaces have workplace based child care arrangements, subsidised child care for school holidays and reimbursement for child care costs incurred through unpaid and unplanned out of hours work

· Finance Seminars and Workshops for Women empower women and encourage participation in the workplace by providing women with information strategies and advice on options available in finance and small business. Financial manuals and publications targeting women also assist women to control their own finances and achieve financial independence

· Educational activity kits inform young women of their rights for paid maternity leave, give students an understanding of gender and the workforce and raise awareness of their rights

· The Fairwear campaign has advocated for responsible employment practices in the textile industry. It has succeeded in getting many businesses to sign a pledge that their products are sourced from workers who are adequately paid and enjoy minimum working conditions, and has encouraged consumers to patronise those companies that sign and boycott ones who refuse. They have been instrumental in advocating for legislative changes to protect outworkers from exploitation

Our Solutions

· Extend full-time and permanent employee entitlements (such as sick leave and annual leave) to all part-time and casual workers on a pro-rata basis

· Legislate to provide compulsory paid maternity leave for all working women

· Review the Mutual Obligation policy as it relates to women with carer commitments

· Increase funding to the childcare sector to lower child care costs for women

· Strengthen and strictly enforce laws against sexual harassment in the workplace
· Government needs to address wage inequity between male and female dominated industries

· Changes in Industrial policy and occupational health and safety policy, to address the workplace needs of single mothers and women trying to balance family life, work life and carer commitments, i.e., ensuring women have flexible time contracts, carer leave and parental leave arrangements, safe places to breast feed if necessary and child care centres on site

· State and federal government funding for women's services to address the barriers to workplace participation and to address issues relating to the number of women and children living below the poverty line

· Implement programs in both the private and public sector to encourage and assist more women to be trained and employed in non-traditional jobs

· Funding needs to be made available for more working women centres which target marginalised women

· Community education campaigns in the media, schools and all other public institutions are needed to promote positive, non- stereotyped, anti-sexist images of women in all areas of social activity, and raise awareness of women’s rights in the community.
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