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GENDER PAY EQUITY 

Statement 
HON ALISON XAMON (East Metropolitan) [10.12 pm]: Last Tuesday was International Women’s Day, and 
I am aware that many people in this place—both men and women—attended events that celebrated that day and 
also reflected on the status of women and where we are now. I went to events that addressed the ongoing 
struggle that women have in dealing with violence against them; I went, also, to a very positive event which 
commemorated 100 years of struggle and at which people had the opportunity to reflect on how far we have 
gone in so many ways and on our gratitude to our foremothers who struggled on so many fronts. But we know 
there are still many issues for women on which we still have a long way to go. One of the issues I want to talk 
about as an example of where we still have a lot of work ahead of us is pay equity for women.  

Pay equity for women is an extraordinarily misunderstood concept. When I have had discussions about it, many 
people mistake it for the concept of equal pay for equal work and refer to the bad old days when women were 
legally paid at a lesser rate for performing exactly the same job as their male counterparts. The thinking at the 
time was that women were not real workers and that they were not the family breadwinner, if members like, 
hence there was simply no need for women to be paid an amount equivalent to their male colleagues. Apart from 
being offensive, that was often not the case; a lot of women were responsible for raising their children and 
supporting themselves. That was eventually dealt with and changed, not least because of the good work done by 
the unions at the time—thank goodness for that—but that is not gender pay equity, and that is not what I am 
talking about tonight.  

Pay equity refers to the disparity that occurs between traditionally male or traditionally female jobs, professions 
or industries, or even entire sectors; put simply, the pay gap that occurs between traditionally female jobs and 
traditionally male jobs, even when the comparative jobs require similar levels of expertise or training. An easy 
example of this is our vital community services sector. This sector incorporates those professions often known as 
the caring professions, and includes people such as rape counsellors, aged-care workers, refuge workers, people 
working with people with disabilities, and social workers; frankly, the sorts of services that actually make us a 
civilised society, and that we could not and should not ever do without. These people work really hard, and in 
some instances they even have undertaken four-year university studies to enable them to perform their work. But 
compared with traditionally male industries—even male industries that require lesser qualifications—the 
workers in the community sector, on average, receive significantly less remuneration.  

Looking at some of the statistics on gender pay equity, we know that the gender pay gap in Western Australia 
has been higher than other states and has been increasing over the past two decades. The gender pay gap in WA 
currently stands at 25.6 per cent and is the highest in Australia; the national gender pay gap is 16.9 per cent. 
Men’s average weekly ordinary time earnings in 2007 were 35.9 per cent higher than for women, compared with 
28.6 per cent a decade ago, so we are going in the wrong direction. In 2007, Australian women earned only 
89.3 per cent of the dollar earned by males for full-time ordinary earnings. On a comparison of full-time 
employment earnings, women, on average, earned $910 a week, and men earned $1 131.  

Federal industrial laws have a mechanism by which cases can be brought to the Australian Industrial Relations 
Commission for a ruling on pay equity; these are known as work value cases. The Australian Services Union is 
currently undertaking such a case on behalf of its workers, which, it is estimated, will potentially impact on the 
working lives of about 200 000 community workers throughout Australia. It is being touted as the most 
important equal pay case in 40 years. A similar case run in Queensland in 2009 was successful.  

We certainly know that the community sector is very reliant on government funding to run its essential services 
and to pay workers’ wages. These jobs do not, ordinarily, attract big dollars from the private sector, and so this 
case is very important for these workers, and it will, at the very least, ensure that their work does not continue to 
be undervalued. Of course, the outcome of the case will be quite significant, particularly if the union is 
successful, because there will then be an expectation that those dollars will be met to a large degree by the 
government. I note that the Premier announced a few weeks ago that there would be a significant injection of 
funds into the community sector, which has come about as a result of discussions with the Western Australian 
Council of Social Service and the Economic Audit Committee.  

Today I asked a very clear question about that announcement by the Premier. My question was to the Leader of 
the House representing the Premier. I asked whether the Premier recognises that a significant pay equity gap 
currently exists in Western Australia. I also asked about the Premier’s commitment to address that issue. I have 
to say that the response that I got was cagey and dismissive, at best. It would have been pretty easy for the 
Premier to acknowledge that he recognises that there is a pay equity issue. It really was not much of a high ask. 
But obviously the Premier wants to keep his cards pretty close to his chest on this issue.  
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I realise that to get an answer as to what the percentage increase is likely to be is not possible at this stage, 
because an announcement is going to be made. But it would have been good if we could have been given some 
indication of the principles behind what is likely to be proposed. In particular, I am interested to know whether 
any future pay increases will incorporate increases in the consumer price index or be over and above the CPI. 
We are basically looking at an increase of 10 per cent to 15 per cent. However, if that is inclusive of the CPI, it 
will not be even remotely what is needed to make a significant dent in the gender pay disparity that currently 
exists in the community sector. 

I wanted to talk about this issue tonight in light of the fact that we recently celebrated International Women’s 
Day. I look forward to the day when we will be able to say that the gender pay gap is one of those issues that 
existed in the past. I hope that future generations will be able to say that they cannot believe that this was 
considered to be normal, in the same way that I look back at past generations and say that I cannot believe there 
was a time when women did not have the vote. I hope that gender pay inequity will become as unbelievable to 
future generations as women not having the vote is unbelievable to my generation. We still have quite a way to 
go on a number of issues. But this is an issue that is very current and very important. I hope that significant 
progress will be made on this issue very soon. I acknowledge and thank all those women in previous generations 
who stood up for my rights, and for the rights of all the women of my generation, so that we can now enjoy the 
fruits of all their hard work. I hope that I can do the same thing for future generations.  

House adjourned at 10.22 pm 
__________ 

 
 


