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NEW FEDERAL GOVERNMENT CABINET — FEMALE MEMBERSHIP 
Statement 

HON JACQUI BOYDELL (Mining and Pastoral) [10.12 pm]: I rise tonight to comment on today’s swearing-
in of the new federal cabinet and to express my disappointment that only one female member of the federal 
Liberal Party was deemed credible enough to be a member of the inner cabinet. In many ways our nation and our 
Parliament has progressed in a positive way, but it is unfortunate to see that Prime Minister Tony Abbott thinks 
that only one woman in the federal Liberal Party is credible enough to be a member of his cabinet. Prime 
Minister Tony Abbott, the one female cabinet minister, Hon Julie Bishop, and the nominated Speaker Hon 
Bronwyn Bishop have all defended claims that the cabinet was selected based on merit and does not represent 
quotas. I strongly agree with that position. I do not support quotas of women being in Parliament or in any 
organisation at all. As a woman and a female member of Parliament, the last thing that I want is the appointment 
of women as merely a token gesture. As I said, I do not agree with quotas. It is hard enough for a woman in 
business, government or any organisation that women choose to work in to create merit around their capacity 
and defend the reasons that they hold their position. I guarantee that no woman who holds any position of merit 
wants to be considered as being there only as a token because they have to fill a quota. It is offensive, so I do not 
agree with quotas whatsoever.  

I was astounded by the comment of former Prime Minister Bob Hawke on the Labor leadership when he stated 
that Tanya Plibersek could not be considered for the Labor leadership because she has a three-year-old child. I 
am sorry, but someone else considered for the Labor leadership, Bill Shorten, also has a three-year-old child. I 
do not know where those sorts of comments come from, but I wish they would stop. Our community and our 
Parliaments do not need that sort of thought process.  

In an ABC Online news report dated 17 September 2013, Senator Eric Abetz—the coalition’s leader in the 
Senate, its Minister for Employment, and the Minister assisting the Prime Minister on the Public Service—was 
also reported defending the male-dominated cabinet, and I absolutely agree with him. The news report quoted 
him saying — 

You have to make very tough judgement calls as a prime minister as to who is in and who is out of 
cabinet, and at the end of the day we, as a coalition, have always said that these positions should be 
based on merit rather than on quota 

But I have to question the two references Senator Abetz made to the Labor Party. The article reads — 

Senator Abetz says having more women in the Labor ministry did not necessarily lead to good 
representation in Parliament. 

It then quoted him saying — 

And if I might say with respect, have a look at the Labor Party and you can see what quotas do. 

I raise that as a quote — 

Several members interjected.  

The PRESIDENT: Order, members!  

Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich: That is offensive. 

Hon JACQUI BOYDELL: I agree that is offensive, which is why I am raising the matter, but that is not my 
comment; I am quoting him directly. 

Hon Kate Doust interjected. 

Hon JACQUI BOYDELL: I am sorry, Hon Kate Doust, but I am. Is Senator Abetz implying that the Labor 
Party was in the state it was and received the result it did in the federal election because there was a female quota 
representation? Is he serious? Correct me if I am wrong, but the state of the Labor Party appeared to have 
nothing to do with gender but rather more to do with merit and the personalities of the people involved, yet he 
seems to have drawn attention to the competence of the Labor Party as being a gender problem. I hope this is an 
isolated view and not shared throughout the party room. Instead, we have been drawn, at least through media 
communication, into believing merit has prevailed in determining those appointments. This is all well and good, 
but perhaps in the interests of transparency and for Australians to have confidence in this government we are 
owed an insight into exactly what merit tests the Liberal Party is apparently applying to its members, because it 
is not apparent to me. 
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A ninemsn report dated 15 September reported the Minister for Foreign Affairs and the only female in the 
cabinet, Hon Julie Bishop, as saying — 

…there are many talented women in the coalition and over time, they could be elevated to key positions 
within the ministry and cabinet. 

It is absolutely acceptable to appoint one person over another because of their skills, experience and capacity to 
deliver in that role. I completely accept that and I wish to be judged wholly and solely on that basis. In this 
instance, apparently more men than women in the federal Liberal Party have that merit, and even though there 
are many members in the federal Liberal party, only one woman is credible enough. I find that incredible. I 
strongly believe there must be some gender balance within the cabinet. I find it difficult to believe no other 
women in the federal Liberal Party are capable of holding a cabinet position. If that really is the case, I suggest 
that the Prime Minister has some work to do on the strength of his leadership, and on the women within his 
party. Both men and women bring different skills and perspectives to the table, and I am sure all my colleagues 
would agree with that. How can a cabinet, the decision-makers of Australia, represent Australians properly if 
there is no representation in the cabinet of 50 per cent of the Australian population—that is, women? The cabinet 
must be able to work, engage and facilitate community and business, both nationally and internationally. I 
believe that by categorically ignoring the women in the party room and in the representation process, Liberal 
members are simply not utilising the diversity of Parliament that the Australian people have delivered to them. 
The cabinet, like Parliament, needs to be a representation of the community, and I would suggest that it currently 
is not. 

How did we get here and how can we avoid it in the future? As leadership theories suggest, leaders have a 
critical role in mentoring and bringing out the best skills in people. Over the past six years Liberal Party 
members should have been actively encouraging and supporting the women within their team as well as their 
male colleagues—which clearly they have, as they are the only credible ones in the room!—to gain the necessary 
experience and merit to compete for roles in the cabinet or in the ministry. It was therefore up to Tony Abbott 
and the former Deputy Leader of the Opposition, Julie Bishop, to have cultivated those apparently talented 
women referred to previously by Julie Bishop to move into more senior roles. Part of the diversity of leadership 
requires the ability to recognise the importance of cross-representation of one’s party. It requires the capacity to 
acknowledge potential leaders and to allow them some responsibility in decision-making while mentoring their 
personal development, and it also requires the capacity to think past their own personal beliefs. 

I think the swearing-in of this new cabinet today is a lesson learned. I wish the members of that cabinet well and 
I wish the federal coalition government well. However, fundamentally, it is important for Australia, in at least 
setting an example for the business community and the international community, that the Australian government 
take female participation seriously. 
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