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The work life balance question
Creating a society that respects the decisions that people make about organising their time and resources is part of creating both social well being and cohesion. This process is not easy because of long held and sometimes quite dysfunctional assumptions about gender roles and what constitutes the public private divide. There are questions on the role of the public sphere in supporting such decisions, or even ‘engineering’ them. WEL submits that many widely held assumptions about gender roles, in both workplaces and homes, still carry inappropriate assumptions that both limit life choices and do not necessarily benefit the people involved or the wider societies. 

There is a tendency to frame the decisions parents make about work and life demands as a possible conflict which suggests that people will be hurt by their attempts to make these aspects of their lives fit together. WEL would prefer to see the perception of tensions between the demands of these varies roles as part of continuing misalignments and misinterpretations of the needs of workplaces and care. If we can look at these needs as a continuum rather than conflicting, we may be able to make policies that meet the differing and overlapping needs. 

The last two decades should have seen changes in workplaces as technologies created new conditions of working that recognised that hours of work were changing. Places of work were not necessarily fixed and work could be effectively redistributed. Some of this has happened but it has not been influenced by feminist demands of the seventies for more flexibility and shorter hours for all, but the reverse. Hours have become longer for most full time workers, casualised for many and many lower level support jobs have been abolished or exported. Workplace incomes have become less equal and government involvement in workplace reforms is diminishing. 

In Australia, where workplace conditions have tended to be centralised and arbitrated, the shift to enterprise bargaining and individual agreements has made, and will increasingly make, family aware changes in working conditions much harder. The new workplace changes will shift bargaining responsibility to individuals who often have little power to insist on such changes. The assumption that there is usually bargaining equality between worker and employer is absurd and particularly so for those in relatively low paid and undervalued skill areas.  
WEL is aware that asking the boss for better conditions for parents is not either easy or likely to happen amongst those who feel they have little bargaining power, or who may see such requesting as undermining their reputation as a serious worker. The HREOC inquiry emphasises both parents’ roles in child rearing but there is anecdotal evidence that even when available few men are prepared to take all their parental leave options for fear of being judged as uncommitted to their workplace roles. 

There is anecdotal evidence that many women recognise that family needs often have to be hidden or understated in workplaces to ensure that they are taken more seriously as employees. While there are good workplaces in many areas that do treat their parental workers with respect, there are many that see their obligations as defined by legislative requirements and others who are plainly hostile to any such obligations. Laws are there to control those with minimal compliance attitudes or prosecute offenders, and are not invalid because maybe the majority do better voluntarily. The changes proposed to unfair dismissal laws will empower bad and mediocre bosses to remove workers who fail to give them the appearance of commitment they want from their staff. 

Education, peer pressure and good examples work for those organisations that are willing to make changes and are aware of their responsibilities. These do not need laws to make them act responsibly and civilly. Laws and legal sanctions are necessary for those who do not willingly commit themselves to do the right thing. This type of action may not be from personal preferences but part of workplaces cultures that are often driven by tight financial demands. People may often feel that they have to leave their personal values in their private lives and comply with organisational demands, sometimes pushing or even in breach of legal requirements. Therefore we are opposed to any of the government’s moves to reduce obligations that require employers to structure their workplace demands in ways that can effectively combine both workers’ other needs and workplace needs.  
The recent decision of the AIRC to empower those workers returning from maternity leave to ask for part time work was a small but interesting move in this direction. WEL would like to see this change both preserved in any changes and extended as we support more obligations on employers to consider changes and reject these only if there were good reasons to do so. 

A recent example of this problem was an ex student who reported that she had requested to work a four day week. She explained that the tasks she had to do would be able to be completed in this time frame and because she had a young child and father needing some care, the reduction of one day’s attendance would allow her to meet their needs more comfortably.  The employer would save a day’s pay for little loss, apart from a day of her being there. She was refused by a female manager because it was ‘untidy’. This illustrates how many businesses stick to rigid work attendance patterns because they can, not because it even suits their own needs. To create such changes requires some outside pressure. Incidentally she left because of this and found a job which paid better and allowed her flexibility but she had the resources to make such choices. 

There needs to be better services for those family members requiring care. It is not always appropriate, nor desirable to have the care shifted to partners, other family or informal networks. WEL is concerned that the needs of children, those with disabilities, those who are frail and/or need support, may be left out of policy considerations. Many of those to be cared for will both enjoy and benefit from access to those services particularly geared to their developmental, social and emotional needs. While these needs will often be met by family members, they are more likely to be successful if there are both choices and alternatives. Children, for instance, may also benefit from access to good quality, accessible and affordable services run by skilled people who can complement parental care. While there are still assumptions that necessary emotional and social links must be coupled with physical care, gender stereotypes will still be hard to shift.    

The ‘post-war settlement’ characterised (at least in ideal terms) by the full-time male breadwinner model of employment, the ‘family wage’, a gendered division of paid and unpaid labour and industrial protectionism has experienced significant changes in the last thirty years. These changes include the increasing proportion of women participating in the labour market, the decline of certain industry sectors such as manufacturing, the abandonment of the ‘family wage’ and increases in the proportion of casual and part time employment. While government policy has responded to and facilitated some of these changes (especially by supporting the development of part time employment), other aspects of the old settlement remain incongruously entrenched by the policy framework. In particular, the notion of the ‘unencumbered worker’ remains largely dominant in Australian workplaces, often relegating those ‘encumbered’ by care responsibilities to the ‘mummy track’, characterised by low paid, insecure, part-time work. 

These changes suggest that a new partial settlement (a male full-time worker and female part-time worker model) may have been reached.
 However, the documented stress experienced by women workers in feeling they have to choose between “career” and “family”, and the evidence of long-term inequalities and social costs (including women’s frustrated aspirations to have children, pay inequity and inadequate retirement savings) show that that version of partial settlement is not fair or sustainable.
 Similarly, men are still caught by the continued expectations that they will be the provider. So change in the cultures that promote these expectations, as well as the institutional barriers, is necessary to ensure that sex role stereotyping does not retain the power it still has. 
We can at this time only speculate on the effects of proposed industrial changes on the existing, not very good situation. There are many claims and counter claims. These come in part from very different views on the balance of power between workers and their employers. If the government is to act in good faith, it must therefore, as a minimum fund an appropriately resources monitoring program to assess the consequences of any such changes on this important policy area. In order to ensure that this can occur, WEL later recommends a Work-Life Balance Commission. This agency should be set up to monitor, research and recommend to parliament, changes in policies and programs that will assist people in making their lives more comfortably integrated.

Some background on the issues

There is a considerable volume of statistics and other information on these issues but there is often a lack of historical perspective. We have therefore not referenced some of the common assumptions below. Workplaces, as mentioned above, have changed dramatically over the past few decades, as have households, families and neighbourhoods. In particular a number of myths seem to have become entrenched in debates and we would like to explore some of these as they are often used to derail debate and undermine some of the achievements of feminism.  

One is the often repeated accusation that feminists had claimed women could have it all which is more a reflection of media assumptions that claims made. Having everything is not and never has been an option as the constraints of time and emotional demands mean that all people have to make choices on time allocations.  The changes we sought were to increase the choices women had about what they wanted to do and how to establish the links. Women have been the child bearers and therefore been assumed to be mainly responsible for child rearing over a long time. We have always been involved in production of goods and services although the balance has shifted between household production and services and purchasing these from other workplaces. In looking at these claims, we need to recognise the many changes in both households and the workplaces that affect both time and emotional spaces. So what happens in both of these sites may be very different to what happened a couple of generations ago, and even more so in more distant times which makes comparisons of family functioning over time quite difficult. 

The types of housework required have changed, the sizes and shapes of families have changed and these changed expectations in terms of both the desirable quantity and quality of services. The industrial revolution moved much of the production of goods from households to factories and the last century has seen the shift of many services into the marketplace. These undermine the often an unexamined assumptions in discussions of balancing off the demands of both sectors, ie that there are fixed roles, particularly in the household sector. Some of this comes from confusions between the tasks required and the emotional and social connections that may or may not be intrinsic to these tasks. The housework done in the early and mid 20th Century was very different in time taken and skills required than what may be currently required. Similarly the relative numbers of people per household, the presence or absence of family members nearby and other aspects of neighbourhood have all changed. 

Whitegoods have reduced the time and skills required in washing and storage of food. Cleaning tools make cleaning easier, clothing is easier to iron and food often requires less preparation. Few people grow vegetables by necessity or need to create their own jams and pickles. Some choose to do these tasks but it then becomes a question of whether these roles are ‘work’ or ‘leisure’. Often these changes do not necessarily correlate with reductions in time taken by household tasks as there are often increased expectations for cleaner clothes or higher standards of care. 

The corner shop has gone and trips to supermarkets require cars. Shopping malls replace local high street shopping, walking to neighbourhood facilities is often not possible and public transport still a problem. Children come later and there are fewer per family and often there are fewer neighbours at home with time to talk over the fence. Streets are often deserted as more people move directly from houses to cars. Children are not as likely to go to local schools so don’t walk there. Even those who do use local facilities are more often driven there. Families are often scattered and not available for personal advice and support. Many women have little experience with children till they have their own as much younger siblings or relationships with siblings’ children are not so common. 

Since the 1960s research in Australia, the UK and the US has revealed higher levels of anxiety and stress experienced by mothers raising young children. Isolation in the home without other adults and children to mix with, a lack of previous experience with young children and an absence of support from a shrinking network of family, friends or community seem to have resulted in increased pressure on many new mothers.

As women have increasingly entered the workforce new stresses have emerged. Finding and funding appropriate childcare, anxieties about whether they should be using care, mixed messages about returning to paid work, employers demands, difficulties of dealing with sick children and juggling the various and changing roles in their lives have added to tensions. Having to return to paid work in lower level positions in order to work part-time may also be a point of tension and disappointment.

In addition, women have reported increased pressure around the standards of parenting they feel are expected of them and that they expect of themselves. In her interviews with mothers Barbara Pocock found that many women felt an “increasing rate and standard of mothering around them” and were striving to provide “intensive, super-mothering” which gave rise to guilt and over-compensating behaviours when these standards could not be achieved.
 Feelings of guilt were raised in every discussion she had with mothers whether they had jobs or were at home with their children. 
Women are not alone in feeling the pressure. In a recent national phone survey of 500 men and women, 70% of parents felt a lot of community pressure to 'get parenting right', 63% are concerned about their level of confidence in their parenting, and 80% of parents are worried about their children's futures. 24% felt they would be negatively judged by others if they admitted to having problems with their parenting. The resulting report concluded that current “child rearing is increasingly taking place in an unsupportive context in modern society, mirroring the dominant philosophy of private parenting responsibility”.

These changes suggest that the home based roles have changed at the same time as paid work has been changing. We know that many full time workers are doing more hours than 35/40 per week, more than a generation ago. The structure of workplaces has changed over that time with reduced numbers of support workers such as clerical and secretarial staff, so most middle managers and many others do their own routine tasks, typing and filing. Workplaces appear to be more demanding and this is described as greater work intensity. There are more part time and casual workers, partly as a response to more women in the workforce but also shifts to 24/7 types of jobs, more service types of jobs and more choices made by employers to maintain flexibility. 

Even though more women are now in paid work, their total working hours have not increased as they are more likely to work part time. It is still primarily women who take on the part time and casual jobs, so they can manage competing time demands, even though a few men will do this as well. Most of these will be carers of either children or some dependent adults, though some do it to accommodate other needs, and some because it is the only work they can get. While casual work may offer women flexibility, it is often the employer that benefits rather than the worker who finds offered shifts do not offer predictability they may need, if they have family responsibilities. 

Sole parents and mothers of young children do take on paid work when it fits with other responsibilities.
 The high levels of part time work indicate the tension between family care time and responsibilities and paid work, and the particular problems when sole parents have solo responsibility for children. Between 1983 and 2003, the nature of the labour market changed considerably. The proportion of employment that is part-time increased from 17% in 1983 to 29% in 2003. Women are much more likely to work part-time than men (in 2003, 46% of employed women worked part-time compared to 15% of men).  

This material is well known but we mention it to form the background for thinking through ways of reducing the reported tensions between these roles. Firstly, work intensification is something that has been recorded as creating time stress in people who are not parents as well as in parents trying to balance time. There are signs that many other workers find the demands of the workplace are making other aspects of the lives more difficult. There are many complaints about being time poor, of inability to volunteer for other tasks, to undertake sport, hobbies or other interests. So one clear focus of future enquiry may be to examine why and how work has intensified and whether it actually relates to increases in productivity rather than just hours.

There are many possible causes of this anxiety level. Lack of experience with children may increase the insecurities of new mothers, delaying child bearing may increase the perceived significance of being a good mother, and the sense of what they have to ‘give up’ in financial career terms may also make one more anxious about being successful as mothers. Isolation at home may create the somewhat abnormal situation of a mother-child dyad left without other adults and children to mix with and find relationships and support. This model of child rearing is not a proven or even a long term traditional model of child rearing which has always seen parenting as part of broader social roles with other adults and other children. One adult at home with one or two children should be seen as a maybe less effective modern variant on more diffuse forms of child rearing within communities of other adults and children, rather than nature’s model of child rearing.

Women are in the dilemma of taking on home roles with possible isolation, loss of income and sometimes status balanced by time with their child, or returning to paid work, mainly part time, and juggling the various roles. This may often be complicated by the need to find and set up child minding arrangements which may involve mixes of formal and informal care with all the tensions involved. Anxieties about whether they should be using care, the needs of the child and many mixed messages about returning to paid work are also likely to add to tensions. When they are not in paid work, they may feel stress from no independent income and/or general lack of financial resources.  
Part time work/flexible hours/casual work

Part time work sometimes solves some of the issues but raises others.  One of these is the under-valuing of the benefits of part time work to the employer. Even though many workers want to work part time and many employers opt for it, too often the work done part time may be seen as less valuable than full time work. This is despite some evidence that part timers may be, pro rata, more productive, than their full time colleagues as they often organise their time very well to fit in roles and do not allow for workplace down time. Yet they are still often financially and career wise penalised and their extra productivity is not valued or often noticed. 
Casuals, even more so, have to fit into time slots they may not want, as the entry point to being offered more appropriate shifts or even just more work in the future. They often have major issues with insecurity of shifts and the need to balance time demands that are not predictable. They have few entitlements including, in most cases, no entitlement to even unpaid maternity leave as they do not usually have continuous service. Together with part timers, they offer often high productivity that is undervalued. 
Limiting the uptake of part-time work to mothers (and fathers) with small children may further entrench gender stereotypes and will do little to address a workplace culture that favours the unencumbered worker and the full-time male breadwinner model of employment. It also does not address the needs of other carers in our community, the changing work patterns of the new young or the issues surrounding the work-life balance of all Australian workers (particularly older workers). So WEL would like to see the right to request flexible working conditions being extending to all employees while protecting the basic full-time week as a norm.  At the same time, penalty rates and the right to refuse excessive hours and anti-social shifts needs to retained to protect workers from undue pressures from employers. 

A recent study by the British Equal Opportunity Commission into part-time work, undertaken to assess the impact of the country’s ‘right to request flexible work’ legislation which was introduced in 2002, found that one in five of Great Britain’s working population is working below their potential and that part-time work is concentrated in low-paid, low-level jobs and concentrated in certain highly gendered sectors.
 Britain part-time employment figures are very similar to Australia and a recent Industrial Relations Victoria enquiry into part-time work in Victoria made similar findings to the British one.
 The economic and social implications for Australians of our own ‘brain drain’ needs to be investigated more fully and quality part-time work needs to be put on the political agenda. This is particularly relevant as Australia faces the challenge of a skills shortage, underemployment, lower birthrate, aging population and changing community expectations surrounding the role of work in our lives. This would just be one way to challenge the dominant roles of paid work.
Breastfeeding 

Another set of issues that need to be considered are those related to pregnancy, birth and breastfeeding. Many women are now returning to work before their child is 12 months old.  The recent Longitudinal Survey of Australia’s Children estimates this figure could be as high as 44 percent, with 25 per cent of these women returning to work before their child is six months old. Some mothers return to employment only a few weeks after childbirth.
 In a recent Perth study, maternal age and whether a mother returned to work were the two most important socio-demographic factors which affected the duration of any breastfeeding to six and up to 12 months. Return to work was also the only socio-demographic factor that determined levels of exclusive breastfeeding to 6 months for mothers who returned to work before 12 months.
 Industrial relations legislation should support and protect breastfeeding as the physiological and social norm of infant feeding, for all mothers and babies irrespective of socio-economic background. 

Mothers returning to work should be supported by lactation friendly workplace initiatives. These should be enshrined in industrial relations legislation (or work place health and safety legislation?).This could include leave to continue feeding their child, if possible, and/or have the ability to express if at work and store the milk. Minimum requirements for a breastfeeding friendly workplace would be: 

· flexible lactation breaks 

· a private place in which to breastfeed or express breastmilk

· a fridge/freezer to store breast milk, and storage space for related equipment
·  Such provisions would also assist partners, who may be taking a turn at primary caring, to bring the child to the workplace, or collect the expressed breast milk, so that the care and needs of young babies would be better met.  

The role of men in paid work and care

One reason for the gender difference in paid work involvement is differential wage rates as women still tend to be paid, even on an hourly basis, less than men because of the types of jobs they have.  This difference is well documented in various reports which also  clarify the relationships between fulltime earnings gender wage gap and total earnings gender wage gap and highly gender segregated workforce. So it is often economically rational to maintain gender roles.

Men are still caught in the assumption that they will be the primary earner because they most often have higher incomes. This financial differential continues and will be more likely to do so now the state industrial systems will no longer run pay equity cases. The current NSW IR inquiry into pay rates in the child care services shows the very low rates of pay that women receive for this important job, primarily because it reflects unpaid home based work. So those jobs mainly held by women are still lower paid than equivalent male jobs eg.  child care assistants receive less that car park attendants. 

Men therefore often exclude themselves from those employment areas. There are fewer men than women who choose to do primary teaching, child care work or nursing. Where they do these jobs, they usually move up into senior managers jobs much faster than women do in male dominated areas eg the number of male primary principals and directors of nursing are well above their proportions in the lower ranks. This shows both the effects of financial/career pressures on males and the socialisation of both sexes in making their life career choices. Similar gendered differences tend to be reflected in the household, particularly in the types of tasks undertaken after children arrive. Therefore choices made by partners have tended to be within the received social and economic expectations, although we are pleased to see that this is changing for some couples. 

The HREOC paper states 

"Many have observed that men have little choice when it comes to choosing between being a primary breadwinner and spending time with their children. Job demands almost invariably win out in a forty year working life. The capacity of men to be engaged parents, particularly following divorce or partnership breakdown, is accordingly compromised. The constraints that paid work imposes on men's unpaid time use frequently deny them the opportunity to enjoy their families and fulfil their responsibilities to other family members.

Similarly, while women work on average longer paid and unpaid hours than men, they are frequently impoverished or economically dependent as a result..."

The changes we note above in attitudes are also showing up in the economic spheres but older views stay very resilient despite other pressures. The full-time male breadwinner model has been considerably weakened both by changes in women’s work patterns and changes in demand for male labour in some areas. There continues to be male unemployment and inroads of casualisation in the male workforce. In some cases, women have become the primary earner and this has continued after child birth with the male choosing to reduce their participation rates. Differences between different men's workforce experiences are important too, not just differences between men and women, or between different women.

We welcome (some) men's increased interest in more direct childrearing but note that indications are that these may still tend to avoid the less palatable areas of housework. A coalition between family-oriented men and feminists could be very effective, but will only work if there is a genuine effort made to share tasks, both pleasant and unpleasant. Even where care is shared between parents on a fairly equitable time basis after separation, there is anecdotal evidence that the management of the tasks and therefore the primary responsibilities for their completion rests with the mother. This is based on the ‘can I help with’ model of sharing rather than the true shared responsibilities for the role not just the tasks. 

Arguably some of these changes should be led by certain men (men in well-paid secure positions) who have the greatest capacity to change their own circumstances and often make it happen for other men. Men who are in such positions are able to influence changes in both the assumptions about the primacy of paid workplaces and about the breadwinner-role expectation. Many men and some women seem almost addicted to
their jobs and use them to avoid the complexity of the rest of their lives.

Men may find greater commitment to the domestic daily tasks of parenthood both a pleasure and a threat. They have to accommodate to big changes in their relationships, and shifts in their financial resources. Some want to take active roles in care but find that this is not seen by workmates and managers as a role they approve of. They may find, like some women in similar situations, that they are faced with workplace demands that paid jobs are deemed  be their priority around which they fit their other requirements. They may also find their definitions of sharing not the same as their partners. Some women who take time out and diminish their career options because they put mothering first, may be unprepared to share the tasks and responsibilities. This may be more acute where men may want to take on the pleasant care tasks but not the less pleasant ones eg the cleaning and the nappies, as is shown in some time use studies.  

Childcare 
While parents may choose to share care in various ways in the early years, hopefully assisted by access to good parental leave payments, most will also need access to suitable paid care. While there are varied views about using day care, there is strong demand for care and evidence that good quality care is good for children. However, there are many problems around access and costs of care that increase tensions for parents. These may be exacerbated by inflexible requirements of child care centres for regular attendance and payments and the inflexibility of workplaces that demand patterns of attendance as discipline not because of work requirements.

The costs of child care have risen substantially higher than inflation over the past three years and are likely to rise again, once the 30% rebate comes in. There has been an unplanned expansion of child care centre places, primarily in the commercial sector, which now provides about two-thirds of all places. This means there is no necessary relationship between supply and demand, particularly in places for under threes. Parents wishing to use child care services often face long waiting lists, high fees and no choice. The recent pay rise awarded to child-care workers is long overdue recognition of their skills and responsibilities but it is of vital importance that the cost is met by Government and not passed on to parents. 

Child care funding must be reformed in ways which ensure that there will be some cap on fees charged. If the rebate, or pay-rises for child care workers, lead to increased fees for parents then the funding system is flawed. While child care is unaffordable to low income families, the workforce participation and employment opportunities of women in these families will be affected. With gap fees of  $15 to $30 per day over maximum rebates being increasingly common, and the effect of high marginal tax rates and other costs of going to work, like fares, the return on part time work can leave families either worse off or barely better off. The time penalties then become acute as parents seek to balance competing demands. 

WEL has advanced the following proposals to improve choice and flexibility for working parents (see http://www.wel.org.au/election2004/news/childcre.shtml ) 

· Capital support for community-based centres so parents can choose not-for-profit centres and to meet the unmet needs that create long waiting lists; 

· Fee capping controls for centres as a condition of receiving subsidies, to ensure affordability and responsibility for commercial operators;

· Higher pay rates for child care workers so their skills are valued and recognised (at present many child care assistants are paid less than car park assistants); 

· Planning controls to ensure centres and services are equitably distributed; 

· Increases in the supply of and subsidies for out-of-school care so more children can get access to and involve themselves in activities after school regardless of parental employment status; 

· Reducing the confusion for parents arising from differences between state-funded preschools and holiday care and Federally-funded care services. 
Other forms of care 
There are already many families and others with care responsibility. We are aware that their needs are also not being considered, particularly in the provisions of support services for those who are trying to continue with paid work as well.  Although we do not have the resources to deal with these in detail, we want to make sure their needs are not overlooked.

Family payments

The messages given by the family payments system are at best confusing. Overall, analysis shows that following the last budget the families most favoured by the family assistance and tax package are those with a “primary earner” (implicitly male) contributing 80 per cent of household income and a “secondary earner” (implicitly female) earning 20 per cent.  Families with a more equal division of parenting and paid work are effectively penalised, and mothers are strongly discouraged from engaging in more than very limited part-time work, which is deeply frustrating to many.  The structure of family payments makes it difficult to move from unpaid to paid work, or to increase hours of paid work at certain income levels. The difficulties of dealing with a tax benefit that is income tested on only the recipients’ income, another that is estimated on parental incomes and a separate payment for parenting that is tested again on a different level are very confusing. The net financial and ideological message is that the government prefers, and supports more generously the traditional breadwinner model of family life. 

As indicated by the broad scope of this submission, WEL urges the Commisson to take a comprehensive and integrated view of the policy frameworks to which the inquiry’s terms of reference relate. In particular WEL believes a stronger and more explicit commitment to gender equity both in the family and in the labour market is essential to any effective policy interventions.

Industrial relations and welfare policies both express and shape the social and economic context in which they operate.
 One way to interpret this relationship through time is to identify settlements or compacts, in which family formation and structure, workforce participation and regulatory and welfare settings interact in mutually reinforcing ways. Patterns of gender relations are fundamental to such settlements. 

On the basis of these broad considerations, WEL urges the Government to work towards a new settlement, based on gender equity and shared care/earning responsibilities, and which recognises the transitions that workers experience throughout their lives. 

Conclusions and recommendations 
WEL believes that the apparent tension between child well-being and gender equality can be resolved. It is possible to secure both ample parental time for children and strong labour market attachment among mothers. What is needed to achieve this are concerted and coherent national Government policies that support the following developments:

· Men/fathers shifting substantial time from paid work to caregiving;
· Accessible, affordable quality child care services that satisfy parental anxieties and needs for both child and parental benefits.
· Similar ranges of support and care services for other family dependents who may need services so this is not assumed to be family responsibilities. 

· Workplace reforms and cultural changes that recognise the value of all workers regardless of work patterns and family responsibilities;
· Social welfare policies and programmes that facilitate and support transitions in and out of paid work, and the opportunities for combining paid work and care (including income support and childcare subsidies)
.
The culture of different workplaces must be addressed.  While there is merit in appealing for a consensus between men and women on this issue of melding the workplace and 

home needs, we need to recognise that many business leaders still favour the ‘unencumbered worker’. Many of these problems are not within the purview of government but leadership and appropriate polices are important.  

Examples include legislative encouragement of workplace flexibility and discouragement of undue pressure for excessive and inappropriate work hours. For instance, WEL would like to see, in the long run, all workers able to request shorter hours where they have other needs and time demands. This also involves ensuring that workers have both security and flexibility. There needs to recognition that demands for family care may  inhibit many workers’ capacities for negotiating with employers. 
Recommendations
A. We start with a recommendation that HREOC request the government to fund and establish a Work-Life Balance Commission. This should adequately resourced so it can run educational programs as well as do research, which will monitor the effects of both social and legal changes underway. It should report annually directly to parliament and recommend policies and programs that will assist people in integrating their social and economic roles and increase social well being. This will fill gaps in current knowledge as well as assess the impact of changing demographics and policies. 
B. We also recommend the following actions: 

1. The government should be urged to legislate for as a minimum condition the recent AIRC on empowering those returning from maternity leave to request part time work and more leave. 

2. The government should extend the protection of the rights of all workers to negotiate work time arrangements which are based on reasonable mutually determined needs, not bureaucratic or other demands. 

3. These negotiations must be on the basis of entitlements, as changes in industrial relations laws need to recognise that most workers who have other responsibilities have additional difficulties negotiating competing demands and need more support, not less. 

4. As a priority, both mothers and fathers of children up to nine should be able to request part time work or variations in work patterns that would allow them to meet conflicting needs. This extends the concept in the AIRC decision, as is common in many European countries.  

5. Where any of the above requests are raised by employees in good faith, and are refused, employers should be required to give reasons for any refusals and workers protected against penalties, if they make such requests. 

6. Grandparents or other carers should be able to use carers leave and other forms of flexibility when they want to offer services to children in need  eg sick children 

7. Child care funding and regulations should be formulated so that parents can use care centres flexibly without financial penalties if they can arrange to have extra time with their children.

8. Bringing work home is happening as part of technology changes so bringing children to work places should be explored as an option where there is space and resources to allow this to happen without inconvenience or risks. 

9. Breastfeeding needs of mothers returning to paid should be met as outlined above.
10. Paid maternity/parental leave needs to be available for all workers as presently it is mostly the low paid workers without bargaining power who miss out.
11. There needs to be penalty rates and/or limits on the capacity of employers to require that workers take on shifts and holiday work, trade off holidays and other requirements that may interfere with reasonable time to meet other responsibilities

12. Adequately funded and accessible services to support workers with care responsibility should be considered as part of any package to address quality of workplace well being. 

The HREOC inquiry needs to produce recommendations that reflect a holistic and open point of view on these issues. In doing this it needs to recognise that the experiences in families are shifting as both demographic changes and workforce changes impact. The need to recognise that ageing populations will increase some of these tensions requires ongoing research and reporting.  
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