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Minister for Women Michaelia Cash this week released a new gender equality strategy  for the
Australian Public Service.

The importance of this strategy cannot be underestimated. Throughout the 1970s and 1980s,
the Australian public sector was lauded as being a model employer for women. In 1973, the
Australian government legislated to provide paid maternity leave for its female employees – a
landmark achievement at the time. Good conditions of employment, decent pay and job security
resulted in increasing numbers of women joining the APS.

From the 1980s, however, the rhetoric of “New Public Management” gained pace. This ethos
dictated that the public sector should become more like the private sector – leaner, more
productive and more competitive with the private sector in the provision of public services. The
role of the public sector as a model employer progressively decreased as services were
outsourced and public sector budgets were reduced. Terms and conditions of employment
continued to be female-friendly, but arguably major gains were made through collective
bargaining, rather than through government or agency policy.

Simultaneously, some organisations introduced gender equality provisions more beneficial than
those found in the APS, such as providing 26 weeks paid parental leave, “shared care” leave
which provides fathers with up to 50% of their salary for up to six months, making all jobs
flexible, and domestic violence leave. The APS was in danger of being left behind.

The new plan

The new strategy is built around five pillars:

    -  Driving a supportive and enabling workplace culture
    -  Achieving gender equality in APS leadership
    -  Working innovatively to embed gender equality in employment practices
    -  Increasing take-up of flexible work arrangements by both men and women, and
    -  Measuring and evaluating actions.

The aim of the strategy is to achieve culture change across the public service, harnessing
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http://www.apsc.gov.au/publications-and-media/current-publications/gender-equality-strategy
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gender equality initiatives to increase performance and productivity in the APS.

The five pillars of the strategy reflect some existing appraches  to achieving gender equality in
the APS, such as a focus on leadership and culture change.

The strategy, however, also contains new approaches at organisational, APS-wide and national
levels. These include:

    -  The introduction of “panel pledges”, whereby senior managers can ask members of
recruitment panels how they will achieve gender balance on a panel
    -  Working with the public sector in other jurisdictions to “prioritise gender equality in public
sector leadership”
    -  Implementing training on how to conduct gender analysis on government policy, an
important function which academics and women’s organisations claim has been downgraded
over the years
    -  Working towards becoming an Employer of Choice as determined by the Workplace
Gender Equality Agency. Currently public sector agencies are exempt from reporting to this
agency, and
    -  Working with the Australian Public Service Commission to evaluate and report on
progress.

This strategy presents a new approach to implementing gender equality in the APS, combining
culture change, practical initiatives, evaluation, and showcasing best practice. The release of
the strategy follows Prime Minister Malcolm Turnbull’s address  to the APS last week, where
gender equality was dominant, including the need for targets, flexible working arrangements
and mentoring for women.

Recently, one commentator lamented  the lack of any progress on gender equality in the APS,
noting that the levels of women in the more senior levels of the Senior Executive Service
continued to be low and that many jobs continued to be based on the full-time male
breadwinner model. Additionally, the Community and Public Sector Union has 
criticised
the government’s position on collective bargaining in the APS, claiming the government has
attempted to remove or reduce family friendly working arrangements contained in enterprise
agreements.
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https://www.wgea.gov.au/sites/default/files/not%20yet%2050%EF%80%A250%20report-Final%20Version%20for%20print(1)%5B1%5D.pdf
http://www.pm.gov.au/media/2016-04-20/address-australian-public-service-canberra
http://www.themandarin.com.au/63303-family-bias-aps-time-cultural-reform/
http://www.cpsu.org.au/news/dont-be-duped-turbulls-attempt-appear-sympathetic-working-families
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Initial research I have conducted on publicly available documents showed some innovative
gender equality initiatives, such as agencies providing domestic violence leave to their
employees or formally enabling them to work from home. These are important provisions,
though they were only available to employees in select agencies, and additional innovative
provisions had yet to surface.

Some agencies, however, do appear to be already leading the way and are adopting a more
holistic approach. The Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade recently released a far-reaching
Women in Leadership  strategy. Similarly, over the last five years the Department of Defence
has implemented a comprehensive gender equality strategy  for its APS
employees.

While these initiatives are important and necessary, gender equality in the APS will best be
achieved through an APS-wide approach. Until now, there has been a lack of any
whole-of-government strategy for gender equality for APS employees. This new strategy signals
a welcome change and may well result in the APS once again being a model employer for
women.

Sue Williamson does not work for, consult, own shares in or receive funding from any company
or organization that would benefit from this article, and has disclosed no relevant affiliations
beyond the academic appointment above.

Read more http://theconversation.com/public-service-begins-long-journey-back-to-leading-on-
gender-equality-58504
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http://dfat.gov.au/about-us/publications/Pages/women-in-leadership-strategy.aspx
http://www.defence.gov.au/pathwaytochange/docs/epapsw/Full%20report%20Review%20of%20Employment%20Pathways%20for%20APS%20Women%20in%20Defence.pdf
http://theconversation.com/public-service-begins-long-journey-back-to-leading-on-gender-equality-58504
http://theconversation.com/public-service-begins-long-journey-back-to-leading-on-gender-equality-58504

