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DO WOMEN REALLY GET EQUAL PAY?

In 1891 the Federal Wharf Labourers Onion o f Australia was established and 
had, as one o f  its  aims: "to  take steps fo r  the ultimate establishment o f 
a minimum wage fo r  a ll  men and women". ± I t  was nearly 100 years before 
this ob jective  was fin a lly  adiieved.

In 1972 the Australian Conciliation and Arbitration Commission adopted the 
princip le o f 'equal pay for work o f  equal value' and determined that:
"award rates fo r  a l l  work should be considered without regard to sex o f  the 
employee".

In 1974 the Commission granted women the minimum wage and, in his summing 
up o f  the reasons for the decision, the President o f the Commission said:
" . . . we have decided that the family component should be discarded from 
the minimum wage concept." (2)

Hcwever the decision provided that equal pay should be phased in over a 
three-year period to soften the inpact for employers. This has allowed 
time fo r  some employers to inplement procedures to circumvent the decision.
In some cases women are not receiving the same pay as their male counterparts 
because men get overaward payments while women receive the minimum award rate 
for the same jcb .

The Arbitration  Commission only sets minimum rates o f pay and in the private 
sector i t  is  p erfec tly  legal for an eaployer to pay d iffe ren t actual rates 
for the performance o f iden tica l work.

ILC CONVENTIONS

Although the Australian Labor Government ra t if ie d  two important International 
Labor Organization Conventions - No. 100 on Equal Remuneration and No. I l l  
cn Equal Opportunity - there is  currently no lega l machinery in this country 
to ensure that women do receive equal pay or that they have rea l equality 
o f opportunity.

A rtic le  1(3) of ILO C No. I l l  sta tes: "For the purpose o f  th is Convention
the terms ’employment' and ' occupation ' include access to vocational 
tra in ing , access to employment and to  p a rticu la r  occupations and terms and 
conditions o f  employment".

Convention 100 states in A rtic le  1(a) that: "For the purpose o f  this
Convention the term ' remuneration1 includes the ordinary, basic o r  minimum 
wage o r  salary and any additional emoluments whatsoever, payable d irec tly  
or in d ire c t ly , whether in cash o r  in  k ind, by the employer to the worker 
and a ris in g  out o f  the worker's employment."

Yet men and women workers do not receive iden tica l to ta l benefits such as 
pension entitlements, long service leave, educational leave or pay, even i f  
they do the same work. The follow ing tables show this quite c lea rly :

(1) j .  Hutson -  "Penal Colony to Penal Powers" -  Amalgamated 
Engineering Union 1966 .

i2) Mr. Justice MOore, President C on cilia tion  s A rb itra tion  Commission, 
Remarks on Decision page 2 -
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Tab Is  I  Table I I

F I- tv ary VJ76

AVERAGE MINIMUM WEEKLY RATES ___  AVERAGE WEEKLY EAJ5JINGS

Male Female Fern. % Male Female Fern. %
$ S o f male $ $ o f  male

Sep 70 53.12 36.68 69 ..10 Oct 70 80.00 47.30 59.10
ft 71 60.36 45.91 76.10 If 71 89 .60 54.40 60.70
It 72 65.86 51.20 77.70 II 72 96.00 60.70 63.20
II 73 74.64 59 .96 79.30 II 73 115.10 81.00 70.37
If 74 102.03 ... 88.35 86.50 II 74 132.80 111.90 84.26
It 75' 117.03 108.02 92.30 It 75 Figures not availab le

Although women ’ s rates are Having closer to male ra te s , the discrepancy
between the rates -  particu larly  ,average weekly earnings - could be seen
as a way of p rotecting the trad itiona l male di ffe ren tia ls which existed
before 1972. The e f fe c t  o f the CPI percentage increase marking wage 
indexation w i l l  further widen the gap between men's and wonen's wages.

Convention No. 100 also states that the princip le o f ‘ equal remuneration 
for work o f  equal value' is  to be applied by means o f "national machinery 
for wage determ ination". However neither the Arbitration Commission nor 
the Australian Government has the le g is la t iv e  power to ensure that men and 
women receive " the same to ta l emoluments" or "equal opportunit£ in  terms 
and conditions o f  employment" . Tb enforce both ILO Conventions e ith er 
the procedures o f  the Commission must a lte r  (th is is  unlikely) or the 
Government must introduce le g is la tio n  preventing discrim ination. The 
Australian Government constitu tionally  has no d irec t control over wages 
(defeat o f Incomes & Prices referendum in 1973) but each state could pass 
equal pay and equal eapioyment leg is la tion  sim ilar to the B ritish  or 
American systems .

EMPLOYEES ' ACTION

Even with help from leg is la tion  woman w i l l  not achieve true equality i f  
they continue to be segregated in the lower-paid, lower-status jobs.
One th ird o f  a l l  women workers are concentrated in just three occupations - 
c le r ic a l Worker, sales worker and stenographer or typ is t , whereas the 
concentration o f male workers in lower-paid -jobs is  much less . Many 
euployers p re fer to keep women segregated in unskilled, badly-paid, 
poor-security jobs and they may consider transferring women in to  separate 
sections or ensuring that no males are recruited in to  certain f ie ld s .

A recent survey o f meubers conducted by the Victorian Glauber o f  
Manufactures revealed that: "The compulsory in troduction  o f  equal pay
would resu lt in  21% o f  respondents reducing th e ir  female w orkforce". 
Further, in a submission to the Industries Assistance Commission, the 
Melbourne Textile  K n itting Co. Pty. Ltd. stated: "The in trod uction  o f
equal pay has tended to  reduce jab opportunities to women due to the 
fa c t that employers w ill  p re fe r  men in  many instances ra ther than women 
when both have to  be paid the same wages. There is  also the s ig n if ic a n t  
problem that many men do not want to work with women."

These statements may be just threats to deter women from demanding th eir 
rights from employers but prejudices such as the b e l ie f  that absenteeism 
and turnover are a function o f sex contribute to the concentration o f 
women in the low-status, lew-pay jobs.

WHAT HAPPENS TO EQUAL PAY IN ALL-FEMALE JOBS7

The segregation o f  women into female-only professions has led  to d if f ic u lty  
when assessing equal pay because there are no male jobs for comparison.

(3) The V ictorian  Chamber o f  Manufactures -  "Child  Care Report" May 1974.

.. ./3



7 - February 1976-•iscui5'i on Paper lo 4

To evaluate equal pay for the female sector the Commission determined 
that wages should be assessed by overa ll job content regardless o f  the 
sex o f  the worker performing the gcb. However ob jective job evaluation 
schemes are, they inevitab ly  involve some subjective judgment - sometimes 
based on socia l attitudes rewards various occupations. How does the 
Commission determine the relevant comparison o f job content between a 
stenographer and a truck driver? nurse and carpenter? Work value exercises 
have also been looked on by many unions as a management technique with the 
aim o f  diminishing the power o f  the unions on the shop flo o r .

In order to avoid the need fo r  arduous work value comparisons there should 
be more even distribution o f men's and women's jobs in the labour market 
and eventual elimination o f occupational segregation by sex.

FE CLASSIFICATION

Another device used by employers to avoid paying women what they are 
en tit led  to is  to rec lass ify  women's jobs downwards. The Childcare Report 
by the Victorian Chamber o f Manufactures referred to on page 2 reveals that 
61% o f enpioyers interviewed said they had already changed the pay scale 
o f  a l l  'competing' female positions to a lower scale; eg women clerks with 
typing s k il ls  have been renamed c le r ic a l assistants and receive less pay 
than the equivalent male clerks with no typing s k il ls .  Other enpioyers 
are changing the educational requirements for the job; for exanple, males 
(requirement HSC) receive higher pay than females (requirements only 
Leaving) fo r  iden tica l work.

Further, employers are using the area o f  'm ateria l' d ifference to pay women 
less; eg night work, l i f t in g  or some small additional task c la s s ified  as 
male to establish a d ifference.

WHAT UNIONS CAN DO

The ACTU Congress in 1973 recognized the serious nature o f employers' 
po lic ies  to circumvent truly equal payment and "pledged the fu l l  support 
c f  the Trade Union Movement and a f f i l ia t e s  to  res is t this plan" which 
"attempts to continue the exp loitation  o f women workers as a source ox 
cheap labour and to deprive them o f th e ir  r igh t to job satis faction  and 
equal opportunity for advancement".

Yet women are s t i l l  being denied true equal pay. Equality o f pay and 
opportunity w i l l  only be achieved by intensive industrial campaigns. 
Unions should be wary o f rec la ss ifica tion  and should take immediate steps 
to prevent such moves. Where job evaluation schemes are used the work 
o f women should be assessed by the c r ite r ia  o f what a man would be paid 
i f  he were doing the jcb .

Women unionists must be more active than they have been in the past and 
unions have a responsib ility  and a vested in terest in encouraging women 
to be involved at a l l  levels  o f the union. Women workers must be wan 
to trade unionism in order to solve their own problems and in order to 
strengthen the union movement as a whole. The unions provide the best 
weapon for women to figh t fo r their rights as both women and workers.
We must always remenber the o ld  maxim "Divide and conquer" and we must 
not allow enpioyers to sabotage the union movement by dividing men from 
women.

In order to be true to the principles o f  unionism a l l  unions should use 
their power to force a l l  state governments to pass leg is la tion  which 

. ....  from discrim inating against any worker.


