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WOMEN — PROVISION FOR RETIREMENT 

Statement 
HON LINDA SAVAGE (East Metropolitan) [3.17 pm]: I would like to begin to speak this afternoon about the 
rapidly looming crisis that many women in this state and country face; namely, that many do not have adequate 
savings or superannuation to provide for themselves in retirement. It is no secret, of course, why women find 
themselves in this position.  

Today I begin by giving a bit of background on why so many women, particularly those aged over 50, face this 
situation. It starts, of course, with the historical failure to recognise and value the unpaid work of women who do 
the work that is described as “traditional women’s work” primarily in the home and caring. However, I will start 
by looking at paid work income. Income remains one of the most important markers of where women fit in to 
society. As members know, until 1969 employers in Australia were entitled to pay women less than their male 
colleagues even though they performed exactly the same work. It was not until 1969 that the Commonwealth 
Conciliation and Arbitration Commission adopted the principle of equal pay for identical work, which meant 
women performing the same tasks as men under the same award had to be paid the same award rate. In 1972, the 
commission expanded that principle to require equal pay for work of equal value, meaning women who 
performed the same task but under different awards had to be paid the same. If we read the debate from around 
that time, we can see that there was very substantial opposition to these equal pay claims, particularly on the 
grounds that the economy could not afford it. Fortunately, in response the commission said — 

In our view the community is prepared to accept the concept of equal pay for females and should 
therefore be prepared to accept the economic consequences of this decision.  

Despite that milestone decision, women’s income today remains significantly lower than that for men. 
According to the WA Department for Commerce website, the gender pay gap in Australia is about 17 per cent. 
WA has the very sorry distinction of having the greatest gender pay gap, which I understand is currently 
28 per cent. The Department of Commerce’s Labour Relations Newsletter earlier this year reported that the fifth 
annual analysis of the gender pay gap for large public sector agencies in this state found — 

The data indicates that the combined GPG of the large agencies is 17.4%. The GPG across these 
agencies ranges from a high of 21.3% down to one agency with a slight gap in favour of women, of 
0.6%.  

Of course, as the department’s newsletter goes on to say — 

The agencies with lower GPGs tend to have a lower average income and are female dominated. 

I would like to spend a bit of time talking about what is meant by the “gender pay gap” and what is meant when 
we talk about efforts to attain pay equity. It is not only about men and women earning the same amount for the 
same or comparable work or about enabling women to work and hold positions that previously were open only 
to men. Even in the last month, for example, women in the armed forces have been allowed to undertake certain 
front-line work that they previously were not allowed to do. But it is not only about those things, although in the 
last 30 or 40 years we have continued to mark them because we have continued to wait for women to be the first 
females in particular jobs. It is equally importantly, perhaps more importantly, about redressing the 
undervaluation of jobs typically done by women and remunerating women according to their value free of 
gender bias.  

As I said earlier, at the heart of the gender pay gap is the failure to truly value and recognise the traditional work 
of women in the home. By extension the result of that has been that paid work that involves so-called female 
skills—those associated with caring for children, the ill or the aged—is less well paid than that which involves 
male skills. One reason that women are less well paid is the assumption that they use inherent skills, not skills 
that require training or are acquired. The failure to recognise these female skills and value them has had, and 
continues to have, very far-reaching implications for women and children and society in general. As I get the 
opportunity, I will continue to talk about those ramifications that have affected women in a range of areas. In this 
case I will talk about superannuation and women’s legal rights.  

People will be aware that the Australian Municipal, Administrative, Clerical and Services Union recently made a 
Fair Work Australia application for an equal remuneration order in the social and community sectors industry. 
This represents a sector of workers, largely women, who do paid work in the areas of disability, youth, children, 
community, migrants, Indigenous affairs, tenancies, drugs and alcohol and community legal services—work that 
falls into that category that is described as involving nurturing and caring. These jobs are in low visibility, small 
workplaces that are service related rather than product related. In the case before Fair Work Australia it has been 
argued that that work has been traditionally undervalued. Part 2–7 of the Fair Work Act 2009 provides a 
mechanism to enable orders to ensure equal remuneration for men and women for “work of equal or comparable 



Extract from Hansard 
[COUNCIL — Thursday, 3 November 2011] 

 p8901b-8902a 
Hon Linda Savage 

 [2] 

value”. A decision has been made, although the final decision is yet to be handed down. It is of great significance 
that Fair Work Australia has recognised that there is not equal remuneration for men and women workers for 
“work of equal value” by comparison with state and local government employment. Obviously, I await the final 
decision.  

Recently a number of reports have been published on the financial situation that women face. As I said earlier, 
this particularly concerns women whose working lives span less than 10 to 15 years. These women face the 
coming together of a range of things that make their capacity to save or accumulate superannuation very poor. I 
talked about the fact that we know that women are generally in lower paid work and have often had much less 
time in the workforce. Those periods when women are out of work caring for their children are not recognised as 
work or valued and paid as work. Fortunately, paid parental leave was recently introduced, which is a landmark. 
The federal government began paid parental leave only this year. That goes partway to recognising not only the 
importance of that role, but the value of it.  

The reports I would like to begin to speak about tonight include one recently done by the Commonwealth Bank 
and another that has been done by the Australian Institute of Superannuation Trustees. When I next get a chance 
to speak on this matter, I will commence by talking about those reports.  
 


