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Dear Ms Goward,

I thoroughly enjoyed reading the discussion paper, Striking the Balance, which referenced the research of many of my favourite authors and the work they have contributed to this field. I am by no means an expert in this area, but I often read books by these authors to try and discover solutions for my own situation. As is documented in the study you have conducted, the statistics are a rather depressing bunch, and at an personal level are unfortunately reflective of middle class families such as my own. 
I hope my feedback is relevant to you. While I could write forever of the imbalance of paid and unpaid work between the sexes, I have chosen to focus on the issue of child care by illustrating my situation as a case study, of the way the current policies of child care assistance help some families, but hinder others.
I am the mother of a young child who works a 36 hour week and uses a council run day care facility to care for my son four days a week. I pay a substantial part of my wage towards his day care costs. At this point in my life, I find it a fair enough trade off, as I need to work to supplement my husbands income, and spending to long away from the workforce would unduly jeopardise my professional career.

As my husband works in excess of 60 hours a week (a number of overtime hours in an attempt to save for a house deposit), we have found ourselves in the over $100 000 combined income bracket, making us ineligible for any Family Tax Benefit, baby bonus, or assistance with child care fees above the $25 a week minimum. Attempting to save a deposit to enter the Sydney property market is a battle on its own, but we are doing the best we can, made possible only by the fact I can contribute to our family income.
We hope to have another child in the next year or two, and as many young couples do, have “crunched the numbers” to see if we can afford it. Not only would we like a family of more than one child, but our government seems to support this ideal, encouraging Australian families to have as many children as possible.

With our hopes in mind, I ran my wage through a quick spreadsheet and the ATO tax calculators, to see the income I could expect to come home with working my current hours and having two children in child care. I work on an hourly rate of $31, have a HECS debt and pay $55 a day for day care for one child. For two children I would pay $100 a day. I have included these calculations below showing how much money I can expect to bring home with one and two children in day care:

	
	4 days a fortnight
	6 days a fortnight
	8 days a fortnight

	Gross Income
	 $     992.00 
	 $1,488.00 
	 $1,984.00 

	Net Income
	 $     836.00 
	 $1,116.00 
	 $1,396.00 

	One child in care
	 $     616.00 
	 $   786.00 
	 $   956.00 

	Two children in care
	 $     436.00 
	 $   516.00 
	 $   596.00 


Or, if you prefer a graphical representation, the same figures displayed in a chart below with the coloured key indicating the days worked per fortnight.
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As you can see, if I work my current schedule of eight days a fortnight and have two children in child care for those eight days, I will add $596 to my families’ income. What really surprised me, however, was the disincentive to work eight days a fortnight, when I could halve my working time to four days a fortnight, bringing home $436 and only lose $160 a fortnight, or $40 a working day, in actual cash. And honestly, what mother in her right mind could justify leaving her babies in day care for ten hours a day to bring home $40 a day? Not this one, that is for sure. So my decision has been made for me – if I want another baby I will have to give up my career. What they forgot to tell us in school is though you may be prepared to do all the hard work to juggle a family and a career, “Having it All” just isn’t economically feasible.

This chart, quite frankly, horrified me. When a worker doubles their work hours, they quite rightly expect to double their income, less a bit more in tax, of course. In my case using the figures illustrated above, and disregarding the costs of child care, a percentage increase in take home pay from four to eight days a fortnight is 67%. I’ll buy that increase; sign me up for the extra four days of work!

Completing the same calculation, but this time including the cost of child care for one child, my increase in take home pay for 100% more of my time is an extra 55% cash in hand. Not such a nice deal, but hey, still good enough, so I’ll work those extra days.

So why is it that if I had two children, when my work hours and gross income increases by 100% from four to eight days a fortnight, my take home pay less tax and child care costs, increases by a pathetic 36%? How is that a fair and equitable proposal to entice women into the workforce?
While I understand there are tax benefits aimed to assist families financially, even if I was only working two days a week and therefore on an annual income of $25,792, we would probably be over the “limit” for assistance. The cut off incomes are reasonable, and I am not insisting we should be eligible for such assistance as I hope it is provided to families who are in a worse off financial situation than we are. What I do find insulting is the insinuation that people at our income level are rich enough to pay for every service they may require, like private health insurance and full fee day care, and by default make themselves ineligible for assistance by working as hard, and as many hours, as possible.
I appreciate the benefits I have had in life that others may not have had, but to put it in perspective, I grew up in the western suburbs, went to public schools, paid my way through university by working part time and now rent in the western suburbs trying my best to raise a family. I would by no means define us as well off, by default of being in what is currently considered by the government as a high income bracket.

As a woman who is trying her best to create and maintain a professional career, it is not possible for me to take long absences from the workforce to raise children. I would find myself behind the eight-ball and unable to be reemployed if I took the expected five years out to send each of my babies off to school. So I do what I can with part time employment in the meantime and use the high quality council run long day services that are available.

What this does preclude me from is expanding my family. Regardless of my partner’s earning power, it is only my income, or loss there of, that comes into the equation for calculating the affordability of more children. I would dearly love to raise a large family and continue to work part time, being a good little tax payer myself and raising a number of little tax payers for the future. The policies of the current government seem to recognise this need but fuddle around with an appropriate way of implementing any assistance for the more financially successful families that stand to lose more in the way of income when they expand their family size. Hence the reason we tend not to.

Australia is in a baby crisis. National figures average out the child birth rate for women across all educational levels and financial status at 1.7, and we still aren’t meeting the replacement rate of 2.1 needed to support our ageing population. What is even more worrying is the trend of well educated women to have one or even no children, not because they are too busy, or they don’t want to, but as I have found out at least for my own circumstances, because it is not financially viable to work and put children in child care, even on a “good” wage.
Despite the political correctness of framing child care costs and availability as a family issue, it always has and always will remain a women’s issue, because it is the women’s “supplemental” income that will be sacrificed to pay for child care. My husband will bring home the same amount regardless of whether I work and have the children in care, or if I stay at home with them, it is only my take home pay that varies. Either I contribute nothing financially, but am a full time mother to my children, or I contribute a very small amount of my actual wage after child care and taxes, and am a coping, but of course, very-busy-juggling-work-and-family mum. If I didn’t love my work, it would be an easy choice to make – children win hands down. But because I love my work, I fear my answer will have to be no more children.

As long as there are career orientated women in my predicament who would dearly love to have a big family but can’t see the light at the end of the tunnel of those expensive five years of child care for each child, Australia’s fertility will continue to decline. 
Our government’s traditional family values of mum at home baking cookies with the children gets in the way of the reality of middle class families that need two incomes to get ahead, or pay off a Sydney priced mortgage. Australia needs to make up its mind, and make it up quickly. If you want intelligent and educated women in the workforce and breeding the next generation of tax payers, free and accessible child care is as necessary as free and accessible public education and health care. The current situation seems to benefit the very poor (almost complete government subsidies for day care) and the very rich (affordable cost of care set by council centres). It is just us middles getting left with the short straw again.
The 30% rebate is a step in the right direction, and will no doubt help keep a little more of my wage in my pocket, but like the 30% private health insurance rebate, won’t change the amount we pay over time, as the centre fees will rise to fill the gap.

So I leave it to you, Ms Goward, to raise again and again the quintessential women’s issue of free child care. While it would cost the government more in the short term, in the long term they would collect more in tax dollars from both those working women, and their children as they grow up well socialised, well educated and able to take their place in the working world. Even in our economically rationalised world, it makes good business sense.
Our world has changed a little too hard, and a little too fast for our conservative patriarchal government to catch up with. In the meantime, with my sisters around the country who continue to delay childbearing, I wait for the women in power like you to continue to champion our cause to the male majority that make the decisions.
Yours sincerely,

Natalie Morton

