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I want to begin by acknowledging that we are gathered on traditional lands and pay my deepest respects to their elders past and present.   
One of the great things about being in the position of federal Sex Discrimination Commissioner is that I have had the opportunity to work with many Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women. The courage, integrity and impact of their leadership has cemented my resolve to focus on the issue of women’s leadership during my term.
[NATIONAL REPRESENTATIVE BODY]

In Australia, Indigenous women are now leading the way when it comes to pushing radical solutions to guarantee they are equally represented in national Indigenous leadership. Three weeks ago, my colleague, Tom Calma, the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Social Justice Commissioner announced the proposed model for a new national representative body for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders in Australia. While there are many notable elements of the proposal, one stands out. Mandated gender equality. The new Representative Body will be lead by two by full-time co-chairs – one man and one woman and at every level there will be an equal number of men and women.
So, after this historic leap for gender equality in Indigenous Australia, we must work out how to take up the challenge in corporate Australia.

[GENDER EQUALITY IN AUSTRALIAN WORKPLACES PERSISTS]

A quick survey of the state of women’s leadership in our country shows there can be absolutely no doubt that it is time for action and radical intervention if we are to guarantee progress towards gender equality in the marketplace here in Australia.

Women constitute 45% of the total workforce in Australia
 yet they are under-represented in leadership positions in virtually all sectors of the paid workforce.
Let’s look at the public sector first? Women comprise 57.6% of Commonwealth Public Service employees and they outnumber men at all junior classifications. But women are under-represented at all higher classifications – they comprise only 37% of the Senior Executive Service.
 And that is the high water mark. 
It’s all down hill from there.  
What about Universities?  Women account for approximately 50% of lecturing staff in Australian universities, however their numbers drop off significantly as the seniority rises. Women account for only 24.5% of Academic staff above senior lecturer. In most Australian universities for example, only 14.5% of the professors are women. The majority of women in the tertiary education sector can be found in the non academic classifications.

But it gets worse. It pains to me to say that the status of women’s leadership is perhaps most dismal in corporate Australia – and, even worse still, we are going backwards! 
EOWA’s 2008 census of Australian Women’s Leadership in ASX200 companies revealed women hold only 8.3% of Board Directorships and chair only 2% of ASX200 companies (a total of four Boards). Women hold 2% of the Chief Executive Officer positions and 10.7% of Executive manager positions. 
This most recent data represents a comprehensive decline since 2006. 

The representation of women on boards in 2008 is lower than it was in 2006 and is almost back to 2004 levels.
 While two years ago 12% of ASX200 companies boasted that more than 25% of their board directors were women, in 2008 the number of these companies had halved. 
There are also signs that this downward trend is likely to continue and possibly worsen in the coming years as the already low number of women in feeder positions to top leadership appointments decreases. As many of you would know first hand, experience in line management positions is essential for progressing to top corporate positions. in 2006, women held only 7.5% of the Executive Line Management positions. By 2008, that number had fallen to 5.9%.
[WHAT DOES THIS MEAN FOR BUSINESS]

How can this be when women make up over 51% of our population and are educated to a higher level than men?  In fact, the Global Gender Gap report released by the World Economic Forum last year shows Australia sits in the group of countries that are number 1 on women’s educational attainment but we are number 40 on women’s workforce participation.

Let’s be clear - this isn’t just a problem – it is a national outrage.   And there is no nation or government, industry or sector which can afford that kind of loss. Without significant intervention - by government, by business - the number of women progressing in the workplace will shrink even more.

[CURRENT APPROACHES HAVE STALLED]
There is no question that there have been some positive outcomes for women in Australia over the last 12 months.  The introduction of a nationwide Paid Parental Leave scheme is clearly welcome – and was seriously overdue.  
But in terms of women’s leadership we are at a serious cross-roads in Australia.  As a country that likes to paint itself as built on the principle of a fair go for all, our record on gender equality should disturb us all. 
So, what is exciting for me right now is that it seems to me we have an historic opportunity to get this right.  
[DEFINITION OR EXPLANATION]

In June this year, the Minister for the Status of Women, Tanya Plibersek, announced a review of the Equal Opportunity in the Workplace Act and Agency. The Act requires organisations with over 100 employees to promote equal opportunity in the workplace. 

The review will enquire into the effectiveness of the Act and the Agency in increasing women’s employment opportunities and advancing women’s equality in the workplace.

[NEW VISION]

We will be putting forward a detailed submission to the EOWA review canvassing some new solutions.  

In my view, now is the time for us to aim high and present a truly innovative plan of how we can get there.  And, I want to make four points about what we should aim for. 

Firstly, our plan can’t be confined to change amongst women.  Nor can it just be about change between women and men.  
I firmly believe that we will only see significant gains when men start working with men to solve this problem. The absence of women at the top of corporate Australia and all other sectors is just plain bad business.  After all it is men who dominate nearly every institution in this country, particularly in corporate Australia.  If there is to be change, male CEOs and business leaders have to champion it. 
Secondly. We need to see the issue of women’s leadership in a broader context of gender equality. 
I am well aware that the issue of women on corporate boards is not one which threatens basic human requirements like housing, food and safety. However, let us be clear. There is a strong connection between how women are treated in corporate and business life and how women are treated everywhere across our country and internationally. The stats on women’s leadership reflect our progress towards gender equality, just like the stats on violence on women, sexual harassment, pay equity and retirement savings.  As Irene Lang, President of Catalyst recently said – “Until women are equitably represented in leadership in the private, economic sector, they will be marginalised in every other arena.”  

As the New York Times said recently, gender equality is the solution of our times.
Thirdly. We need to be clear about where it is we want to get to. What are we working towards? As a mother of a boy and girl, I want to work towards a future where neither of my children’s choices or ambitions in regards to work and family will be dictated by their gender and a future where men and women are equally represented in all forums of leadership, influence and decision making.

And fourthly, once we have agreed what it is we want, then we need to put all the options and possibilities on the table so we can work out how to get it. It should be our ambitions which define the methods and tools, not the other way around. Without a significant change in approaches the only thing we can expect is more of the same.
[SOLUTIONS]

So let’s start talking about new solutions – and let’s seriously innovate our plan! 
Let me say a few words about quotas.  Quotas are a measure to an end, not an end in themselves.  As I have mentioned, and as many of you will know – the hostility towards quotas in Australia has been long held by both men and women. There is a pervasive view – at least in some circles - that quotas constitute favourable treatment for women and that this will undermine the principle of merit by either promoting women who are not up to the job or by under-cutting women in the workplace by creating the impression that they are not there on the basis of merit. 
So, I think we need to talk openly about what the principle of merit means.  It’s a very good principle, it aims to ensure that leadership selection processes are fair, impartial and transparent. It means the outcome isn’t based on where you went to university, or who you know, or what your parents do. The merit principle was intended to eliminate favouritism, nepotism and bias – and yes sexism!
 But unfortunately, it’s now being used to defend just that! 
It’s time that we apply the merit principle to women. Quotas are one way of bringing women’s merit out into the open. When he amended the Sex Discrimination Act in 1995, the former Commonwealth Attorney General, Michael Lavarch anticipated the need for special measures. He was clear that these sorts of measures should be presented and understood as an expression of equality rather than an exception to it.
 By this he meant that there is a difference between formal equality and substantive equality - are we interested in equal chances or equal outcomes? Sometimes we have to treat people differently to get to true equality.
Last month the Corporations and Markets Advisory Committee released a report on Diversity on Boards which included an entire section entitled “The Problems with Quotas”.  They suggested that as the ultimate say on board composition in the private sector belongs to the shareholders, quotas would “cut across the powers of shareholders to choose the directors who will be accountable to them for the stewardship of their investments.” 
As the Norwegian model shows, the use of quotas does not take decisions out of the hands of shareholders.   Shareholders decisions have never been completely unfettered. The introduction of quotas would only mean that if a female candidate was put forward by the Board who was unacceptable to shareholders, then an alternative female candidate would need to be found.  Given our Women on Boards register has over 7,000 women on it, that shouldn’t be too hard!.
[REGULATION OF THE PRIVATE SECTOR]
Another familiar argument against quotas and other interventions is that they are an unwelcome Government intrusion in the private sector. The threshold question here must be “should governments interfere in the business of corporations in the area of gender equality?” My answer to that is a resounding and unequivocal YES! It is clear that we cannot leave equality to the market. There are many areas where the market fails and government intervention is necessary to drive a different outcome.  
What we’ve seen when it comes to women’s leadership in the corporate sphere is nothing less than market failure. Companies are not utilising all the available talent and we require intervention by government, and by business to turn this situation around. 
[MEASURING PROGRESS]

Overtime I have become convinced of the importance of identifying the intervention points and measuring the effectiveness of our responses.  As someone with extensive business experience, I know this enthusiasm is shared by many other business leaders. Why is it that a sector usually so focussed on achievable, time bound and measurable outcomes is so reticent to apply these to issue of gender equality?
[EXISTING LEADERSHIP]

Leadership on gender equality in business and decision making already exists in Australia. 

One measure which has been used to significant effect in the States and Territory public sector has been the adoption of voluntary targets. For example, both the ACT and South Australian governments have set themselves the target to achieve and maintain 50% representation of women on Government boards and committees. In South Australia they’ve even gone as far as to set themselves deadlines and even if it doesn’t look like they are going to reach them they are measuring their progress against them and publically reporting the outcomes. Both these jurisdictions vastly outperform the corporate sector. In the ACT in 2008, 48% of Government board members were women and 34.7% of Government boards were chaired by women.
 The numbers are similar in South Australia.

There are some top corporations which are taking their own initiatives to track and improve the representation of women in leadership positions. For example, Woolworths has introduced programs to facilitate women’s career development and progression. They track and report publically on the numbers of women in leadership positions. They also conduct what is essentially an audit of gender pay gap and publish the results in the annual report.  The numbers show that they pay for store staff, is practically equal for both men and women. In executive roles, Woolworths has said the gap is narrow … and they “are looking to narrow it further.''
 

Telstra is another example of a company that has set targets.  These targets are monitored monthly and are included in the performance plans of their executive managers.  They now have 31% women in the senior management team and of course, Catherine Livingstone as Chairman of their Board.  

There may also be other measures which will garner support in the coming months - formalised pathways from government and not for profit boards to listed company boards, changes to government procurement policy to rewards companies with an equitable representation of women at senior levels? 
[CONCLUSION]

There will be resistance to these new solutions which challenge the status quo.  We must expect that. But the more women and men we have on board, the greater the chances of change.  It is important that we make clever alliances. I hope that we can build off the already strong Trans Tasman alliances that we have today.  

Let’s not lose this opportunity as we approach the review of the Equal Opportunity Act in Australia, to think seriously big – and with determination.
This review is a unique opportunity for us to send a strong message that talented women in our country are no longer prepared to wait politely – quietly - to be asked.  
All of us have a vested interest in changing that picture – for both women and men, and for our children.  

Here in Australia, Gender is Back on the Agenda –  let’s forge our alliances, and bring our smartest thinking to bear on the challenge that lies ahead. 

And remember; let’s not just talk amongst ourselves. Find the men who also know that we need this change, and urge them to start speaking up where it really will make difference. At the top.
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