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GENDER PAY EQUITY 
Grievance 

MS J.A. RADISICH (Swan Hills) [9.23 am]:  My grievance is to the Minister for Women’s Interests about an 
issue that makes me very angry.  I am sure there are many other members of this house who are equally angry 
about the gender pay gap that exists in Western Australia and Australia generally.  There is a basic tenet in our 
society that people should be paid equally for equal or comparable work.  Unfortunately, that is not the case.  
Despite the fact that equal pay laws were introduced in this country more than 30 years ago, we still see in 2006 
that women are being paid on average 22 per cent less for doing the same type of work that men do.  This is 
unfair and we need to do something about it.  We need to rectify that situation in Western Australia and advocate 
at the national level to make an impact and claw back the difference, which seems to be ever encroaching and 
affecting women in the work force. 

We should not be under any illusion that women are paid the same because it is simply not the case.  In fact, 
there is no one Australian industry in which men and women are paid the same on average.  Unfortunately, equal 
pay for equal work is something that we still have to fight for.  Women should fight for it and men should fight 
for it because that is the only thing that is fair and just. 

We need to support equal opportunity for promotion because, clearly, it is one aspect of many workplaces in 
which women do not have the same advantage, encouragement or opportunity for success.  I am not seeking any 
more inquiries, reviews or commissions.  We need to take practical steps in the public sector and to also 
encourage the private sector to implement results right away and to implement proper pay equity.   

Obviously, a number of factors contribute to gender pay inequity.  I know that the minister is aware of many of 
them.  It is a topic that has been commented on and researched for many years in Western Australia and at the 
national level.  I know that good work has been done in Western Australia by, for example, the Office of 
Women’s Policy and the Department of Consumer and Employment Protection.  Fundamentally, the nature of 
work that women do is undervalued.  Only this morning I attended a breakfast for the Western Australian 
Sustainable Energy Association.  I sat at a table with some young women from the Western Australian Council 
of Social Service and the Conservation Council who started to talk about their pay levels and the fact that they 
felt undervalued and wanted to start a campaign for better pay and conditions for themselves.  I encouraged them 
to do that.  I am not casting aspersions on those two organisations; however, the fundamental fact is that women 
are mostly employed in sectors such as education, health, retail, the environment and so on.  Clearly, their work 
is not valued as highly as men’s work.  Women who work in those fields are not encouraged and are not 
promoted to the same extent as are men.  Therefore, they do not receive equal pay. 

Social expectation is another factor in the gender pay equity issue.  Women are expected to be nice, polite, well 
behaved and courteous.  I know of a highly qualified female tax accountant who does the same work as a male 
colleague.  In fact, she works longer hours and gets more results than her male colleague, who is about twice her 
age.  They both work for the same resources company.  She is paid $30 000 less for the work she is doing.  I 
encouraged the woman, whom I know personally, by telling her that she is doing the same work and getting 
better results than the man who had been there for 20 years.  She was propping up her branch of the organisation.  
That is unfair; she needs to stand up and speak up for herself.  From a social point of view, women are not 
encouraged to advocate for their own positions and get the results they deserve.  There are surprisingly few 
women in strong bargaining positions.  Women members of Parliament have held meetings and discussed these 
issues.  One has to wonder sometimes who represents the representatives.  We all know what a male-dominated 
place this is.  However, I get along with all my colleagues in this chamber. 
Interestingly, higher-paid women fare disproportionately worse than lower-paid women concerning gender pay 
equity.  The lists of chief executive officers or general managers of the top 100 companies around the country 
are lists of men.  The list contains no woman earning $500 000 or $1 million a year.  The most important people 
we need to take account of are the lowest-paid workers in our community because they are the people who need 
help most.  The issue of gender pay equity stretches the spectrum from the lowest-paid worker to the highest-
paid worker.  In every band of employment women are worse off.  They will be a lot worse off under the 
WorkChoices legislation introduced by the Howard government, under which collective bargaining is 
systematically being destroyed and the Australian Industrial Relations Commission is being sidelined.  Women 
will see impacts on all the hard-fought entitlements they have achieved over the years. 
As the minister is aware, biological factors also play a part, which is undeniable.  When women are out of the 
work force for a period, they may slip behind in terms of pay.  However, being out of the work force for one or 
two years cannot justify a 25 per cent differential in the rate of pay for the same work. 

As the minister is aware, women in Western Australia fare worse than women nationally when compared with 
their male counterparts.  They are worse off by up to three or four per cent than women in the eastern states.  
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That is a concern to me because I like to think of Western Australia as a progressive state on issues such as 
equality and equity.  I hope this is something that we can work towards rectifying as soon as possible.   

A former industrial relations lecturer of mine, Trish Todd, and her colleague Joan Eveline recently asked the 
question: who benefits from the gender pay gap?  Their answer was that capital, public sector employers - which 
is the Western Australian government - and consumers benefit economically from the point of view of women’s 
labour being cheaper than men’s.  The issue of whether women are facing a glass ceiling or a glass cliff is 
something I would like to go into.  Unfortunately, I cannot do that in 25 seconds.   
Clearly, wage fixing for women is not the answer to this issue; however, fixing wages and salaries for women is 
the answer.  I hope the minister will work with the public and private sectors in this state to make sure that 
women whose work is comparable to men’s are paid equally for that work.   

MS M.M. QUIRK (Girrawheen - Minister for Women’s Interests) [9.30 am]:  I thank the member for Swan 
Hills for her grievance and concern on gender pay equity.  I assure the house that this government takes seriously 
the issue of equal pay for women in Western Australia.  At a time of such strong economic growth and record 
unemployment, we must ensure that the social benefits of this current boom are provided to all Western 
Australians, and not just the males in our community.  Although, internationally, Australia has an excellent 
record on gender pay equity, ranking second only behind Portugal in the Organisation for Economic Cooperation 
and Development, the current gender pay gap in Western Australia of 24.7 per cent is simply unacceptable.   
The state government has taken steps to address this situation by commissioning Dr Trish Todd and Dr Joan 
Eveline of the University of Western Australia to provide a review of the gender pay gap in Western Australia.  
Their review received submissions from a number of stakeholders and identified a range of factors contributing 
to the pay gap.  Their report concluded that a multifaceted approach was required to address the pay gap.  The 
key recommendation was the setting up of a pay equity unit to oversee the implementation of the review’s 
recommendations.  I am happy to be able to say that this unit has now been established within the Department of 
Consumer and Employment Protection and it will play a key role in implementing the recommendations as 
directed by the government.  The unit is considering the implications of each recommendation and is developing 
a plan in consultation with stakeholders.   
As far as I am aware, Western Australia’s pay equity unit is the only dedicated unit of its kind in Australia that is 
aimed at reducing the gender pay gap.  However, disappointingly, the work of the unit will be made even more 
challenging because of the attacks on working women by the federal government’s industrial relations changes.  
The progress of some of the key recommendations of the Todd-Eveline report, including changes to 
the Industrial Relations Act 1979, are in limbo following Canberra’s blatant grab for power of the state’s 
industrial relations system.  The Howard government’s industrial relations changes not only are destabilising the 
state-federal balance, but also will potentially foil the attempts to reduce the pay gap.  By attempting to override 
Western Australia’s industrial relations system, many Western Australian workers could soon find themselves 
working under federal laws and their associated substandard wages and conditions.  The commonwealth’s 
industrial relations power grab is likely to severely impede the Western Australian government’s ability to 
intervene in industrial relations matters and pursue pay equity for women.   

One of the factors contributing to the current pay gap is that industries dominated by women are still relatively 
undervalued.  The health and community services sector, to which the member for Swan Hills referred, shows 
one of the greatest gender pay gaps in Australia of 37 per cent.  The high number of women who rely on award 
conditions will be disadvantaged by the federal government’s decision to abolish the Australian Industrial 
Relations Commission and replace it with a so-called Fair Pay Commission.  Serious concerns have been raised 
by commentators who believe that the Fair Pay Commission will not be as effective as the AIRC in assisting 
low-paid workers.   

We also know that the federal government’s move towards individual bargaining through Australian workplace 
agreements is likely to heavily, and disproportionately, impact upon women.  Australian Bureau of Statistics 
figures show that although women on awards earn 83 per cent of men’s average earnings, those on AWAs earn 
only 70 per cent of men’s average wages.  If more women are forced on to AWAs, clearly it will have a negative 
impact on the gender pay gap.   

Another of my key concerns is that many women juggling the necessity of work and family commitments will 
soon be forced to bargain away pay increases in favour of family-friendly provisions that allow them to meet 
their family obligations.  The ability to balance work and family is one of the key issues affecting women’s 
earning capacity and the closing of the gender pay gap.  The Australian Bureau of Statistics noted the importance 
of work and family factors in achieving pay equity when it compared OECD gender pay gaps.  Faced with 
negotiating individual pay agreements, the prospect of women having to trade away pay and other conditions to 
obtain adequate family-friendly conditions should be of great concern to us all.  This is a recipe for the widening 
of the gender gap in this country.   
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These are very serious concerns about the impact of the industrial relations changes on women, and they were 
raised at the ministerial council on women’s interests in October 2005.  In a letter, the state ministers sought 
assurances from the commonwealth that working women’s pay and conditions will not deteriorate under these 
changes and, in particular, that women will not be asked to choose between family-friendly conditions and pay 
levels under the proposed changes.  On behalf of working women, we sought assurances from the 
commonwealth that it will pursue measures to reduce the gap between men’s and women’s pay and redress the 
undervaluation of women’s work under its proposed changes.  My colleagues will not be surprised to hear that 
such assurances from the commonwealth have not been forthcoming.   

The recent federal budget is a further disappointment to women.  At a time when we were hoping to see tax and 
welfare reforms that may help to close the gender pay gap, the budget did nothing to address a range of 
disincentives faced by many women with children, particularly if they are second earners in the family.  There 
are also issues for single parents, who are predominantly women.   

The welfare to work reforms will adversely affect the chance of closing the gender pay gap.  Things are not 
looking good for Western Australian women seeking parity with men for their work.  The Carpenter government 
is doing something concrete to address pay equity for women, in spite of the obstacles thrown at it by the federal 
government.  This government will not be deterred from seeking wage equality for women.   
 


