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Summary of Recommendations 

 
Recommendation 1: 

The Victorian Government: 

- Adjust the Fair Go Rates exemption policy to allow any council to receive an automatic adjustment to 

the set rate cap to cover the cost of any increase in the provision of a set category of community 

services which have been determined to support women’s economic equity, including in-house service 

provision of childcare, aged care, maternal and child health services, libraries and other programs 

targeting women, children, or youth. 

- Adjust the Fair Go Rates exemption policy to allow any council to receive an automatic adjustment to 

the set rate cap to cover the cost of wage increases agreed to in enterprise bargaining.  

 
 
Recommendation 2: 

The Victorian Government 

- Set as a condition of funding that community sector agencies engage their staff as on-going staff 

rather than fixed term, other than for genuine fixed term staff leave replacements, and that casual 

employment is only to be used for genuine casual vacancies. 

- Set as a condition of funding that community sector agencies: 

▪ Be bound by a codified Department of Families, Fairness and Housing (DFFH) dispute 

process similar to the established COVID-19 dispute process 
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▪ Have a paid family violence leave policy based on the public sector standard 

approved between the DFFH, ASU and the community sector 

▪ Agree to allow unions to access staff as part of the agencies’ induction process 

- Establish and resource a community sector sustainability and reform committee chaired by the 

DFFH Coordinating Minister and with members including, ASU and DFFH community sector peaks. 

This committee will have oversight of sector wide workforce and training issues and requirements 

- Fund agencies for at least 5-year terms as part of each program (other than genuine pilot programs) 

- Provide funding for the undertaking of workplace bargaining in the community sector, to allow 

more of the workface to move off the Award and onto a fairer enterprise agreement.  

Recommendation 3: 

The Victorian Government: 

- Amend the Gender Equality Act to ensure that workers who are employed in what are undeniably 

public sector jobs, funded by public money (labour hire, agency, and library corporation workers, in 

particular), do not remain locked out of the protections provided by these reforms.  

- Amend the Gender Equality Act to ensure key provisions such as the dispute resolution clause are 

no longer voluntary for the public service and public sector bodies. 

 

Recommendation 4: 

The Victorian Government: 

- Require businesses and organisations receiving taxpayer funds to meet minimum requirements 

around gender equality, including minimum family violence leave entitlements, parental leave 

entitlements, family-friendly policies, and have gender equality audits and action plans in place. 

 

Recommendation 5: 

The Victorian Government: 

- Ensure that the public service, public sector agencies, and all publicly funded organisations provide  

o Access to fair parental leave for all parents, per the Norway model which provides both 

parents with 14 weeks paid parental leave, plus a further 18 weeks to be shared as they 

choose.  

o Paid superannuation for the first 52 weeks of paid or unpaid parental leave. 
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o Access to flexible working arrangements for all parents returning to work following parental 

leave. 

 

Recommendation 6: 

The Victorian Government: 

- Use best practice models from other jurisdictions to implement economy-wide gender pay gap 

reporting requirements and equal pay systems.  

 

Recommendation 7: 

The Victorian Government: 

- Lobby the Federal Government to ensure all families can access childcare without either parent 

being financially penalised for returning to work, ideally through the provision of universal childcare 

which is free at the point of use. 

- Lobby the Federal Government to mandate the payment of superannuation for the first 52 weeks 

of any paid or unpaid parental leave, and to extend parental leave arrangements for all new 

parents. 

- Lobby the Federal Government to legislate limits on the use of insecure work arrangements. 
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Background 

 
The Australian Services Union Authorities and Services Victorian and Tasmanian Branch (ASU) represents 

close to 23,000 members across Victoria’s local government, social and community services, water, energy, 

and public sectors. A majority of our members are women, as are a majority of the workforces we 

represent.  

 

The ASU has a proud a history of taking real action to address toxic workplace cultures and the systemic 

undervaluing of the work performed by women.  The ASU was the first union in Australia to achieve a 

family domestic leave clause in a legally enforceable enterprise agreement. In 2010 at the Surf Coast Shire 

Council in Victoria, the Victorian & Tasmanian Branch placed a clause which gives survivors of domestic 

violence 20 days paid leave and a comprehensive set of conditions, including individual support and 

counsellingi. The ASU have also run successful industrial cases in closing the gender pay gap in the Social 

and Community Services Sector, with the 2012 Equal Remuneration Order handed down by the Fair Work 

Commission. This order was made to close the gender pay gap that was found to exist in this largely 

feminised community sector workforce. 

 

The ASU welcomes the establishment of the Inquiry into Economic Equity for Victorian Women, and the 

chance to participate. In preparing our submission we have considered both industry specific policy 

measures based on member experiences and issues we have identified and wider workplace reforms. 

 

The measures proposed by the ASU include a strong focus on addressing issues of underpayment and job 

insecurity in industries dominated by women. It is well established that a significant factor in the Gender 

Pay Gap is the significant discrepancies in pay and conditions across industriesii, with female dominated 

jobs paid less and undervalued.  

 

The economic impact of funding workplace gender equality, including for those workers represented by 

the ASU, is also well researched and documented. In 2012, the Grattan Institute identified targeting 

women’s workforce participation as a key priority for economic reform, noting that participation in 

Australia lagged behind many OECD countries, especially those culturally similar.iii  Halving the gender pay 

gap would result in GDP growth of $60 billion by 2038.iv And if women’s workforce participation in 
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Australia was at the same rate as it is in Canada, our annual GDP would be about $25 billion higher.v Yet 

since the release of these studies, and others like it, little has progressed. The economic benefit of making 

efforts through policy to increase women’s workforce participation is clear. The ASU believes this should 

be done in two ways: increasing opportunities for women to access stable, well paid, and flexible jobs; and 

removing the disincentives which prevent them from seeking them out. 

 

The industries covered by the ASU are primed to support economic growth fuelled by gender parity. As 

identified by the Grattan Institute in March, a long-term focus on the care economy would boost economic 

growth, improve the living standards of Australians broadly, and simultaneously reduces women’s 

economic disadvantage.vi ASU workers care for and support the community, whether it be through mental 

health service in the social and community services sector, running community programs through local 

government or providing a space for young families in our libraries. These service jobs, notably, were in 

high demand during the pandemic and during the bushfires beforehand.vii Both major events are providing 

a lasting impact to the community which will require long term funding to address. A strong and well-

supported community is integral to ongoing economic growth. While the economic benefit of funding 

these jobs is strong and clear, the benefit they pose to the community is priceless. 

 

Applying a gender lens to the COVID recession reveals women suffered a “‘triple whammy’- they were 

more likely to lose their jobs, more likely to do a lot more unpaid work, and less likely to get government 

support.”viii While the ASU acknowledges the substantial impact of the Victorian Government’s support 

package directed towards increasing jobs for women, it is clear that the past 18 months have only 

exacerbated an existing problem.ix If we are to build back better, long term economic growth and 

economic disadvantage must be tackled at the same time. Henceforth, to support the Victorian economy, 

it is more important than ever women’s participation is improved while disincentives are removed.  

 

The economic impact of investing in women’s jobs and women’s access to the workforce cannot be 

overstated. The ASU urges investment into workforces including those that the ASU represents which 

overwhelmingly employ women, and reform to ensure this investment results in secure, ongoing, well-paid 

work. 
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Industry Specific Recommendations 

 
Local Government  
 

The Victorian Government’s “Fair Go” rate capping policy, which removes the ability of elected councillors 

to set council rates above a cap imposed by the Essential Services Commission (1.5% in 2021), is a policy 

that has only served to harm women’s economic equity in Victoria.  

 

In a sector made up of 60% women workersx, who are often employed in casualised or lower paid areas 

such as aged care, childcare, libraries and community services, any measures that serve to artificially 

suppress real wages increases have a disproportionate affect on women.  

 

As highlighted by the Essential Services Commission (ESC) themselvesxi, since the introduction of the rate 

cap, average salary increases for local government workers have decreased. In 2013-14, prior to the 

introduction of the cap, average salary increases were above three per cent, higher than both the Victorian 

public sector wage price index and the consumer price index, and thus improving in real terms. 

 

In the lead up to the introduction of the rate cap, and ever since, councils have used its existence to justify 

offering poor wage increases in enterprise agreement negotiations. Since the introduction of the cap from 

2016-17 onwards, annual increases under enterprise agreements have fallen well below the broader public 

sector wage price index. With exemptions from the cap difficult to apply for and not guaranteed, councils 

have chosen to pass on the impact to their staff. 

 

Increasing cost pressures due to the rate cap have also fuelled Victorian Council’s moves to outsource or 

rationalise a range of services that employ, and support women, from childcare services from Melbourne 

to Golden Plains, to in-home aged care services across multiple municipalities. All of these actions have 

resulted in women workers forced to accept even lower wages and conditions through outsourced 

providers. They are doing the same work for the community but being paid less for it. 

 



 

 

7 
 

On top of this, women are more likely to be the users of many of the services provided by councils, services 

now being squeezed by the cap. Women are more likely, for example, to take on a greater burden of caring 

and domestic responsibilitiesxii, and thus to rely on maternal and child health services, toy libraries, 

childcare, library programs, children and youth services, and even just the use of public spaces like 

playgrounds. The cap prevents Councils from determining and providing the services needed. Evidence 

shows that rate capping has caused problems and will only cause greater problems with financial 

sustainability and insufficient infrastructure maintenancexiii, further putting these services at risk of 

outsourcing, or stretching their capacity.  

 

Similarly, two out of three users of aged care services are women. In the experience of the ASU, the 

introduction of the rate cap has encouraged more councils to either end or outsource their provision of in-

home support services for elderly community members. This has meant women with previously secure 

council employment losing work or being employed on substandard conditions, and a loss of high quality, 

popular community services.  

 

Those who need council services the most are thus the ones paying the price for this cap, which serves as a 

regressive tax on low paid women workers and vulnerable community members. Council services cost 

money to provide, but their value to the community is far greater.  

 

With this in mind, the ASU would like to see the cap either abolished entirely or adjusted to take the 

burden of the cap off the shoulders of those who can least afford it.  

 

Recommendation 1: 

The Victorian Government: 

- Adjust the Fair Go Rates exemption policy to allow any council to receive an automatic adjustment to 

the set rate cap to cover the cost of any increase in the provision of a set category of community 

services which have been determined to support women’s economic equity, including childcare, aged 

care, maternal and child health services, libraries and other programs targeting women, children, or 

youth. 

- Adjust the Fair Go Rates exemption policy to allow any council to receive an automatic adjustment to 

the set rate cap to cover the cost of wage increases agreed to in enterprise bargaining.  
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Social and Community Services 
 

Insecure employment, including fixed term and casual employment, is now rife across the community 

services sector. This is especially true for new starters or those moving between employers and has made 

it harder to attract and retain workers in the sector. This is a majority female (87% women in 2018xiv), 

already low paidxv workforce, a group that has already born the economic brunt of the past year and a half. 

 

How do you ask for a wage increase, or raise workplace safety issues, when you know your employment 

contract is up in a couple of months? This insecurity is a direct cause of the low wages available, and the 

widespread lack of workplace protections (such as family violence leave, or fair disputes processes) across 

the sector. Employers in the sector have told the ASU that they would prefer not to employ staff in this 

manner but are hamstrung by the short-term funding contracts offered by the Government for many 

programs. 

 

ASU Members have told us of programs that have been running for 15 years, but whose funding is 

renewed yearly by the state Government, meaning over 70% of the are on yearly contracts and constantly 

worried about their future employment. They have told us they can’t get mortgages, or plan holidays, or 

develop in their jobs, because of this insecurity. 

 

They’ve described the pressure of constantly recruiting and training workers who can’t stay, the struggle to 

find jobs that aren’t short term roles or employed through labour hire agencies, and the long probationary 

periods on short contracts that keep workers in a state of uncertainty.  

 

They have also described how this structure has shifted the balance of their work away from a client focus 

and has meant a lack of opportunity to build skills or develop long term relationships with clients. In the 

social and community services sector there is an inextricable connection between secure, well paid 

jobs and the quality of support that users receive.  

 

Underfunding within these services makes it difficult to attract and retain experienced staff, leading to the 

loss of experience and institutional knowledge and a lack of continuity for the clients of these services. 

With women also more likely to be users of many of the services they provide, (61% of those accessing 
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homelessness services are women, for examplexvi), the impact on gender inequity is multiplied because of 

these issues. These services need equity of funding delivered via a long term, guaranteed and block funded 

mechanism that can provide both stability for clients and sufficient pay and professional opportunities for 

the workforce.  

 

This should also include systemic and demonstrable support for the industry to access bargaining and 

industrial representation, to reduce the number of workers relying solely on the Award, and a concerted 

effort by the Government to ensure that all workers can raise and have workplace issues addressed. 

Currently between 80-90% of workers in the sector do not have access to binding arbitration in the Fair 

Work Commission, due to the consent arbitration provision of the Award.  

 

The Equal Remuneration Order made in 2012 specifically applied an additional four per cent loading to 

recognise impediments to bargaining in the industry. Sadly, without significant government intervention to 

address the underlying barriers to bargaining, little has changed in the almost ten years since this decision 

was made. Without this the sector will only fall further behind. 

 

 

Recommendation 2: 

The Victorian Government 

- Set as a condition of funding that community sector agencies engage their staff as on-going staff 

rather than fixed term, other than for genuine fixed term staff leave replacements, and that casual 

employment is only to be used for genuine casual vacancies. 

- Set as a condition of funding that community sector agencies: 

▪ Be bound by a codified Department of Families, Fairness and Housing (DFFH) dispute 

process similar to the established COVID-19 dispute process 

▪ Have a paid family violence leave policy based on the public sector standard 

approved between the DFFH, ASU and the community sector 

▪ Agree to allow unions to access staff as part of the agencies’ induction process 

- Establish and resource a community sector sustainability and reform committee chaired by the 

DFFH Coordinating Minister and with members including, ASU and DFFH community sector peaks. 

This committee will have oversight of sector wide workforce and training issues and requirements 

https://www.fwc.gov.au/documents/sites/remuneration/decisions/2012fwafb1000.htm
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- Fund agencies for at least 5-year terms as part of each program (other than genuine pilot programs) 

- Provide funding for the undertaking of workplace bargaining in the community sector, to allow 

more of the workface to move off the Award and onto a fairer agreement.  
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Workforce Wide Recommendations 

 
 
The Gender Equality Act 
 

The ASU are strong supporters of the Gender Equality Act 2020 and believe that it will result in significant 

positive changes for our members. We believe however that the exclusion of and labour hire and 

employment agencies that work in local government and statutory authorities, as well as regional library 

corporations managed by councils from the instruments of the Act, will significantly stymy its impact. 

 

The provision of library services in Victoria occurs both directly by some local authorities, and in other 

municipalities through library corporations, which deliver services to regionally based authorities on a 

combined basis. This creates an inconsistency, where those library services directly delivered by councils 

are captured as a defined entity, while library corporations are not. Further, many councils have a 

significant use of third-party arrangements that often see these staff working alongside the directly 

employed workforce. There is also a high use of casual and insecure employment at some Victorian 

libraries. The Act as written does not allow these organisations to be included as they do not meet the 

definition provided under the Act of a public entity.  

 

The ASU has also experienced significant pushback from public sector employers regarding the inclusion of 

the voluntary dispute resolution clause made available by the Act. We believe all workers covered by the 

Act should have access to the disputes resolution procedure provided by the Gender Equality 

Commissioner, and would like to see this clause made mandatory, and any the voluntary provisions of the 

Act reviewed to determine whether this status is appropriate. 

 

Further, we are supportive of the recommendation of the Victorian Trades Hall Council (VTHC) that the 

Government utilise provisions under the Gender Equality Act to link procurement with gender equality, by 

holding tendering corporations and funded agencies to standards including the provision of minimum 

parental leave and return to work entitlements, as well as a strong gendered violence action plan. 
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Recommendation 3: 

The Victorian Government: 

- Amend the Gender Equality Act to ensure that workers who are employed in what are undeniably 

public sector jobs, funded by public money (labour hire, agency, and library corporation workers, in 

particular), do not remain locked out of the protections provided by these reforms.  

- Amend the Gender Equality Act to ensure key provisions such as the dispute resolution clause are 

no longer voluntary for the public service and public sector bodies. 

 

Recommendation 4 (per VTHC): 

The Victorian Government: 

- Require businesses and organisations receiving taxpayer funds to meet minimum requirements 

around gender equality, including minimum family violence leave entitlements, parental leave 

entitlements, family-friendly policies, and have gender equality audits and action plans in place. 

 

 
 
Parental and Caring Responsibilities 
 

As noted in the Victorian Government’s own Gender Equality Strategy, “While many men want to take 

more equal responsibility in caring for children, workplace practices often prevent or discourage them 

from taking extended parental leave or from working flexibly.”xvii The Victorian Government can play a 

significant role in addressing this, both as a leader in its own employment practices, and through its 

procurement powers. 

 

The Diversity Council of Australia highlighted women’s disproportionate share of unpaid domestic work, 

lack of workplace flexibility and time out of the workforce as key contributors to the gender pay gapxviii. 

Research also shows that this imbalance in unpaid domestic work is often created or exacerbated by the 

birth or adoption of a childxix. 
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Other examples exist that show how this could be improved, by encouraging the sharing of child caring 

duties from the get-go. The Norway model detailed below saw a drop in the gender wage gap from 20 per 

cent to 8 per centxx, for example. 

 

Recommendation 5: 

The Victorian Government: 

- Ensure that the public service, public sector agencies, and all publicly funded organisations provide  

o Access to fair parental leave for all parents, per the Norway model which provides both 

parents with 14 weeks paid parental leave, plus a further 18 weeks to be shared as they 

choose.  

o Paid superannuation for the first 52 weeks of paid or unpaid parental leave. 

o Access to flexible working arrangements for all parents returning to work following parental 

leave. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
Equal Pay 
 

Several jurisdictions around the world have equal pay certification or reporting requirements in place that 

apply across both the public and private sectors. If the Victorian Government is to truly address pay 

imbalances, then similar measures should be considered. 

 

Options include: 

- Equal Pay Certification – an obligatory measure enacted in Iceland which enforces legislation 

prohibiting discriminatory practices based on gender and requiring that “women and men working for 

the same employer shall be paid equal wages and enjoy equal terms of employment for the same jobs or 

jobs of equal value”xxi. Applies to companies or institutions employing 25 or more workers and gives 

employees the right to obtain from the employer the wages and terms under which they are 

employed and making provisions not to reveal this information unlawful.xxii 
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- Equality Ombudsman – The Swedish Discrimination Actxxiii places several obligations on employers 

to take active steps to prevent harassment, which covers all grounds for discrimination, including 

unfair treatment linked to the use of parental leave. Cases can be reported to the Swedish Equality 

Ombudsmanxxiv, which protects equal rights. 

- Public Reporting – In the United Kingdom employers of 250 or more are required to collect and 

publish specific figures about their gender pay gap, including placing it prominently on their website 

and reporting it to the government. The Equality Act 2010 in the United Kingdom also sets out a 

legal presumption that if a woman proves she is doing equal work to a man, then any different in 

their pay much be due to sex, unless the employer can point to another material factor.xxv 

 

Recommendation 6: 

The Victorian Government: 

- Use best practice models from other jurisdictions to implement economy wide gender pay gap 

reporting requirements and equal pay systems.  
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Commonwealth Advocacy 

 
To improve economic equity, there are a number of disincentives to women’s workforce participation 

which present a strong case for State Government lobbying priorities. The Productivity Commission 

identified that at least 165,000 women would like to work but do not due to a lack of affordable and 

accessible childcare options.xxvi The economic impact of these women simply not existing within the 

workforce is substantial. Further, childcare costs continue to be so high that they rule out any advantage of 

women with young children working more than three days a week. While funding job opportunities goes 

some of the way towards providing women with opportunities, without addressing the disadvantage 

associated with childcare provision the potential of this economic advantage cannot be reached. The ASU 

support improved pay and conditions and the provision of universal free childcare being prioritised by the 

Victorian government in its lobbying of the Commonwealth. 

 

There are further inequities that arise because of Commonwealth Government policy regarding parental 

leave. As well as acting to address these issues wherever they are within its power, the State Government 

should lobby the Commonwealth Government to address the non-payment of superannuation during 

parental leave, to provide fair and equal parental leave to all new parents, not just the birthing parent, to 

encourage shared caring responsibilities from the beginning. 

 

Recommendation 7: 

The Victorian Government: 

- Lobby the Federal Government to ensure all families can access childcare without either parent 

being financially penalised for returning to work, ideally through the provision of universal childcare 

which is free at the point of use. 

- Lobby the Federal Government to mandate the payment of superannuation for the first 52 weeks 

of any paid or unpaid parental leave, and to extend parental leave arrangements for all new 

parents. 

- Lobby the Federal Government to legislate limits on the use of insecure work arrangements. 
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Conclusion 

 
Economic inequity is a well known and discussed topic, and the key solutions have largely been proposed. 

Strong steps must now be taken, to address the pay gap for low paid women, to reduce the disparity in 

caring responsibilities and support women to remain in the workforce, and to provide safe workplaces. 

 

Victorian women need bold and transformative steps to be taken now, if we are to go any way to 

addressing these issues. We hope the recommendations in this submission will be considered and 

recommended to Government. The ASU appreciates the opportunity to contribute to this review. 

 

We would like to also note our support for the submission provided to this inquiry by the Victorian Trades 

Hall Council.  

 
The ASU looks forward to participating throughout the ongoing consultation and development process.  

We are happy to discuss any matters raised in this submission, please contact ASU Research and Policy 

Officer Kat Hardy via 0417 108 206 or khardy@asuvictas.com.au 
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