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Report on AFUW Action on 2004 (28th) IFUW Conference Resolutions

Resolution 1: Women in Decision Making Positions in World Financial Institutions.

No action

Resolution 2: Women and Ageing.  

Ageing of population is a major concern for Australia. The problem of women’s long-term financial security has been taken up collaboratively through AFUW’s participation with other women’s NGOs in Security4Women (S4W), one of the 4 Secretariats recognized by the Australian Government as providing research and policy advice to the government on women’s issues. AFUW participated in the ‘Round Table’ organized by S4W on superannuation options available to women and the need for women to ‘provide for themselves’ in their retirement years.

An individual AFUW submission was made to the 2004 Australian Treasurer’s Proposal on Retirement Income Systems: Our one area of concern related to the preservation of rolled over employer eligible termination payments. These concerns were for women and men (eg single parents, regional and older workers who have not reached their preservation age) who are placed in a redundancy situation with genuine financial hardship as they look for a suitable new position. We recommended that the redundancy proposal should include an appeal provision in cases of demonstrated genuine financial hardship

An AFUW submission was made to the 2004 Australian Treasurer’s Proposals on Demographic Challenges: AFUW supported the general thrust – to increase the size of the economy so that we all have higher incomes and are able to meet the costs associated with our ageing population – however AFUW raised a few major concerns: 

The proposal needed a stronger gendered approach to the issue. The opportunities for more women to work are considerable, although hampered by disincentives within the tax-transfer system and traditional male-female parenting roles at home and within the workplace.

Preservation of training jobs and development opportunities is essential for school leavers as well as workers in older age groups, particularly women. While encouraging older workers to remain in the labour force longer, it should not be at the expense of employment of those in disadvantaged groups with much higher unemployment rates: young unskilled, disabled, mature aged, long term unemployed, indigenous, those from non-English speaking backgrounds and the regional members of our community.

Here AFUW saw a role for government in encouraging the type of cultural changes that will be more supportive of greater and more equitable female labour force participation, particularly those in older age groups and also by encouraging employers to reconsider their biases against their provision of employment opportunities for women as well as the disadvantaged in our society. 

At the 2006 AFUW Triennial Conference, two relevant Resolutions were passed: one calling on Australian and State governments to pay more attention to older women and provide gender-sensitive measures to meet their needs in finance, housing, health, supportive services and mental stimulation and the other calling for the abolition of

the Superannuation Contribution Tax to encourage people to make financial provision for old age.

At State level, AFUW-Victoria participate in the 2005 Premier’s Women’s Summit on Women and Superannuation.

Resolution 3: Choices during the Life Cycle.

AFUW had made a submission arguing for paid maternity leave in 2002 as part of the Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission’s inquiry into paid maternity leave.  Following the 2004 submission on Demographic Challenges described in 2 above, in 2005 AFUW made a submission to the House of Representatives Standing Committee on Family and Human Service Inquiry into Balancing Work and Family, emphasizing that this would not be achieved without paid maternity leave for all women. AFUW has continued to advocate for this, and for better childcare provisions, when participating in consultations following the 2007 release of the HREOC Report on Women, Men, Work and Family.
AFUW has expressed concerns about limitations on the access to higher and further education programs of mature-age women and single mothers owing to the increasing cost of higher education through a shift away from not-for-profit provision and towards a ‘user-pays’ principle. This has been done through membership of the Women’s Secretariats; also in two Submissions made in 2005: one in response to a Federal Government Ministerial Issues Paper on Building University Diversity: Future Approval and Accreditation Processes for Australian Universities, the other to the Federal Department of Education’s Review of the Higher Education Equity Program.

AFUW advocated to the Australian Government in 2005 regarding the Government’s intention to withdraw health rebates from women who terminated a pregnancy.  The then Minister for Women’s Issues successfully opposed the idea which did not proceed. AFUW sent a letter of congratulations concerning her stand on this issue. 

Also through the Women’s Secretariats, AFUW was involved in the What Women Want Project where a survey of over 1,000 Australian women identified the following four key areas of concern in 2006: work and employment, health and violence, financial security, work career and family. 

Resolution 4: Cultural Diversity and Education.

AFUW’s 2005 Submission to the Australian Department of Education’s Review of the Higher Education Equity Program argued for the needs of support to ensure that the educational needs of culturally diverse groups were met in the Higher Education Sector, especially with regards to Indigenous Australians, people from non-English speaking backgrounds and women from lower socio-economic groups.

AFUW also submitted a paper to the Australian Department of Education of Science and Training on Building University Diversity.  Unfortunately for Australia, we have not seen much action from this review.

AFUW submitted that the first responsibility of the Australian Government is to support the development and maintain the quality of our existing institutions.  We believe that the Government’s ambitions for a confident, strong, high quality higher education sector are most likely to be achieved by:

(a) developing within the overall higher education sector a differentiated range of adequately funded  institutions whose names reflect their distinctive characteristics;

(b) recognising, encouraging and extending processes that build on the already existing diversity in our not-for-profit universities;
(c) bearing in mind that systems that may be appropriate to a very large population base and consequent extensive funding resources are unlikely to be appropriate to the relatively small population and resource bases of Australia; or

(d) understanding that diversity reliant on limited resource bases may lead  to diffusion of quality, ultimately limiting choice to second rate options which will neither meet the needs of Australian citizens nor prove attractive to the best overseas students.

On the definition of a university, AFUW submitted that the requirement for all universities to undertake research as well as teaching is central to the concept of a university and that this, along with the requirement to include a range of disciplinary areas, should remain part of the requirement for the title.

AFUW has campaigned since 1998 for educational programs that recognize the needs of Indigenous students for appropriate educational programs, including, where indicated, bilingual teaching. It has also campaigned for the inclusion of material in the curriculum to educate white Australian students on Indigenous culture and history and to ensure that teacher training courses prepare teachers to teach units of Indigenous studies. A Submission to this effect was made in 2005 to the Parliamentary House of Representatives Inquiry into Teacher Training.

At State level, AFUW-Victoria participated in 2005 in a consultative process involving inter-University Faculty of Education staff that led to the Victorian Institute of Teaching (which accredits teachers) adopting a policy that all teacher training should include at least one unit of Indigenous studies. 

Within the AFUW Scholarship Programmes, several S/TAs have dedicated awards for Indigenous students. AFUW-South Australia and AFUW-Victoria have prepared and disseminated booklets of information on Sources of Support for Indigenous Students in Secondary and Tertiary Education.

Re access of migrant girls and women to education, AFUW-Victoria, which awards its scholarships with disadvantage as an equal criterion with academic merit, counts a native language other than English as a possible source of disadvantage; it also provides small-scale educational grants to assist migrant or refugee women undertaking further education (grants are made on the recommendation of a migrant or refugee NGO).  

During 2005-06, the AFUW-Queensland President and Committee mentored a young Ethiopian woman graduate supported by the Hegg Hoffet Fund to undertake a computer/office skills Certificate course. Until then, she had been unable to gain employment in her field without up to date office skills. This woman is now very happily employed in a permanent State Government position and has joined AFUW.

Since 2004, AFUW-Queensland Sunshine Coast Branch’s project has been Supporting the Education of Young Refugee Women in South-East Queensland. Outstanding female refugee students are awarded mini bursaries to facilitate entrance to mainstream secondary education. Tailored English language courses have been negotiated with the University of the Sunshine Coast and girls sponsored are hosted in members’ homes and presented with a dictionary/thesaurus. Swimming classes are sponsored in the privacy of a secondary girls’ college pool for Muslim girls who for religious reasons are precluded for participating in mainstream classes. Good quality second hand household items are collected and transported for distribution through refugee support centres. In 2005, a submission was made by AFUW-Queensland to the Queensland Government seeking additional funding for special education programs for refugees attending high schools. Some additional funding was subsequently provided.

In its submission to the Victorian Government Review of Education and Training, AFUW-Victoria argued particularly that the State has a responsibility to provide appropriate and accessible free education for children temporarily resident in Australia, whether as family members of someone temporarily employed in a business or institution (e.g. a university) or as a refugee or asylum seeker on a bridging or temporary protection visa (or even in immigration detention).  The Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission’s review of the treatment of children in immigration detention (to which AFUW made a submission in 2002) identified deprivation of education as a major breach of obligations subscribed to by Australia under the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child.

AFUW-Victoria participated in the 2006 Victorian Premier’s Women’s Summit on the theme of Respecting Diversity: Harmony in Practice.

Resolution 5: Age Discrimination in Educational Funding. 

This is largely covered in Australia by Equal Opportunity legislation. 

No action taken.

Resolution 6:  Commercial Exploitation of Children.

AFUW wrote to the Australian Attorney General in 2004 conveying this Resolution and urging the Government to make progress in ratifying the Protocols on the Sale of Children, Child Prostitution and Child Pornography and on the Rights of Children in Armed Conflict. In February 2007 we were finally able to congratulate the Government on the ratification of both Protocols.

Resolution 7: Religion, Culture, Gender Equality and Women’s Rights.

AFUW-Victoria made a Submission to the Inquiry into a Victorian (State) Charter of Human Rights that argued that the Charter must provide freedom from discrimination on the grounds of gender, sexual preference, religion, race, disability or age.

Legislation for the Charter has since been passed.

Resolution 8: Small Arms and Light Weapon s Control.

In 2004 we wrote to the Minister for Foreign Affairs conveying the Resolution and urging the Australian Government to act on it. In 2006 we again wrote to the Minister, quoting the Resolution, noting Australia’s participation in the 2005 and 2006 UN Conferences to review progress in the implementation of the programme and asking for information on progress with the ratification of the Protocol Against the Illicit Manufacturing of and Trafficking in Firearms, their Parts and Components and Ammunition which Australia  signed in 2001. We have been assured that the matter is in the hands of the Attorney-General. We will continue to advocate for ratification

Resolution 9: Women Essential to Peace.

The Australian Government has been urged on 5 separate occasions to enact Resolution 1325 in areas where it is involved in armed conflict or peacekeeping activities: i.e. Afghanistan, Iraq, East Timor, the Solomon Islands and Fiji.

The first involves the treatment of women and children in Iraq under the Geneva Convention.  AFUW contends that the obligations placed on the Australian Government, by being a party to the Geneva Convention, have been contravened with the civilian population in Iraq having their basic rights as citizens of that country denied to them.  As a member of the Coalition, Australia has a responsibility to ensure that the Geneva Convention is upheld and that all forces, from whichever country representing the Coalition is involved also uphold the Geneva Convention.  The Minister for Defence replied on behalf of the Australian Government saying they were monitoring the situation and wished to maintain support to the Geneva Convention.

AFUW submitted a report to IFUW on the United Nations mid decade for a Culture for Peace review.  It was amazing to see just how much we had done in this area of our core objectives.  That report was forwarded to IFUW and has been uploaded onto their website for viewing.

The theme of the 2006 AFUW Triennial Conference Public Days was The Role of Australian Women in Peacekeeping

Resolution 10: Protection of Water.

AFUW has not been very active in this triennium. AFUW-Queensland’s Environmental Convener provides articles on Water Saving procedures in the newsletter which is distributed to all members, the Queensland Government and Australian State/Territory Associations.

Resolution 11: Responsibility to Protect. (citizens from large scale violence)

No action

Resolution 12: Increased Collective Violence against Women.
The Australian Government was already conducting campaigns against domestic violence before 2004, but it remains an issue of concern and AFUW continues to subscribe to the Issues Papers of the Australian Domestic and Family Violence Clearinghouse.

AFUW-Victoria protested to the Victorian Attorney-General on the use of provocation as a defence to mitigate the criminal seriousness of the killing by men of their wives/lovers (in relation to the murder by James Savage of his estranged wife). The legislation has since been changed to remove provocation as a defence.

Question 16: Other Issues on Which Government has been Lobbied.

1. The inclusion of Gardasil, the anti-cervical cancer vaccine, within the free immunization program (with supplementary lobbying re its provision for women in remote and Indigenous communities). The vaccine is now provided for girls and young women up to the age of 25 and special programs are in place for women in remote and Indigenous communities. AFUW-Queensland also wrote to the Queensland Government about Gardasil and received immediate action with early introduction of its use in High Schools. AFUW-Western Australia al so received positive responses from their State Government to advocacy on this issue.

2. Lobbying the Australian Government to sign the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities. The Australian Government has signed and notified us that it will proceed with ratification as soon as possible.

3. The State Government of South Australia has been lobbied over the provision of audiological support to ensure children are identified who have hearing difficulties that will adversely affect their learning: a very high percentage of Indigenous children have hearing difficulties as a result of inadequately treated ear infections. (Educational support services for schools are a responsibility of State governments)

4. Lobbying the Australian Government to ensure that digital broadcasting technology is made available to Indigenous radio.

5. Requesting the Australian Government, as an involved party, to attempt to ensure protection for the rights to education of Iraqi women (in the wake of the killing of women staff and students at Baghdad University)

6. In collaboration with several other women’s NGOs, urging the government to support the Statement on Reforming Gender Equality by the Secretary-General’s High-Level Panel for UN System-wide Coherence and to contribute to the funding necessary to put it into effect.

7. In early 2004, AFUW wrote to the Prime Minister, Minister for Health, Minister for Education, and their shadow counterparts re shortage of doctors in Australia following a resolution passed at Federal Council meeting. AFUW-Queensland wrote to the Queensland Government and all Queensland Universities with Medical Schools regarding the shortage of new graduates entering the Health Workforce and requesting funding to increase quotas in both undergraduate and graduate courses especially for medical students.

8. An AFUW submission to the Australian Bureau of Statistics in 2004 requested more frequent Time Use Surveys (to measure unpaid work). This added to growing pressure in the community for inclusion of support questions in the 5 yearly Australian Population Censuses. These questions were introduced for the 2006 Census together with new questions on disabilities. The 2006 Time Use Survey was run in parallel with the Census providing a very powerful data source for analysis of unpaid work, volunteering and caring (of children, aged and disabled relatives etc).

Action arising from the 2004 Conference other than Resolutions

As a result of the meeting on the International Girls’ Education Initiative held during the 2004 IFUW Conference, with its special emphasis on the need for Support in Africa, AFUW-South Australia undertook to support the Burundi Association of University Women in their Go Girls project, which aims to enable girls to complete their secondary education. An annual financial contribution of at least $600 per year has been sent for expenditure on essential personal and educational supplies.

Continuing Action on 2001 Conference Resolution on Education of Women in Prison

Activity has continued on this Resolution, with support being given to the Conferences held by Sisters Inside, the support organization for women in prison. The major activity in this area has been in South Australia, where AFUW-SA has continued to press for better support services for women prisoners, a high proportion of these being Indigenous women imprisoned for minor offences and for short periods, during which they receive no educational programs or programs against substance abuse.

