Equal Pay under threat. 

From an article by Sue Dunlevy, Daily Telegraph, March 13, 2009.
The furore over the 270% pay rise for Pacific Brands CEO Sue Morphet has overlooked one depressing fact - despite a pay rise of that size she's still being paid just half of what her male predecessor received. Not surprisingly, the Textile Clothing and Footwear Union have estimated about 70% of the people who will lose their jobs in the Pacific Brands layoffs will be women.

Morphet's huge pay rise, which occurred after a 45% fall in the company's share price and as the company moves offshore and sacks 1850 workers, offers stark proof of how much women's pay still lags behind men's even now, 40 years after it became unlawful to pay women less than men for work of equal value. Women hold just 7% of the top-earner positions in Australian companies and on average they earn just 58 % of the salary packages paid to men in the same positions.

Outside the world of corporate high-flyers, women also earn less than men and the bad news is that this pay gap is getting worse. The latest average earnings figures released in February show that while men's wages rose by 6.1% last year women's wages rose by just 4.8%. As a proportion of men's wages, women's pay is falling. Average female wages are now worth just 83% of male average wage, down from 85% to the lowest proportion in 13 years.

The Equal Opportunity for Women in the Workplace Agency has declared August 27 Equal Pay Day. It was the day, 54 days after the end of the financial year, that a woman's wage caught up with the amount that a man would earn on average by June 30. Just a few months ago a woman had to work an extra 14 weeks a year to earn the same pay as a man but on the latest estimates that has now blown out by an extra three days. That means Equal Pay Day will have to be shifted to August 30 this year.
If you think that's depressing you should know experts predict things will be even worse as the global crisis works its way into the real economy. The United Nations Commission on the Status of Women last week heard that history showed recessions had placed a disproportionate burden on women. UN Undersecretary for General Economic and Social Affairs Sha Zukang told the commission women in developing countries were more likely than men to be in low-paid and casual employment, which made them more vulnerable to losing their jobs or having their wages cut. In many developing countries when the costs of schooling could no longer be met from shrinking family budgets "it is girl children who are more likely to be taken out of the classroom", the commission was told.

Women here in Australia are also concentrated in part-time and casual work, the sort of jobs that are likely to be the first to go or have their hours cut back when a boss needs to save money. The latest Morgan poll on unemployment found roughly the same number of men and women were unemployed - 340,000 men and 333,000 women. But it found many more women than men were under-employed, that is they wanted more work. 11% of the males surveyed between October and December said they were under-employed but an even larger 16.4% of women said they wanted more work. That corresponds to 802,000 women and it's a sign that even though they may not have lost their jobs female casual workers are having their hours cut back.

Lower wages and poor employment opportunities for women have a far-reaching social impact. They are one of the reasons women have just $3 for every $10 men have in their superannuation accounts. Because women's earnings are lower than men's, women can be left in poverty in their old age. And lower wages for women is one of the reasons many families adopt the traditional roles of having a male breadwinner and a female carer. But lower pay rates for women are also a sign that 40 years after the equal pay case we still don't value women's work. Why is it that an apprentice builder is paid almost $80 a week more than an apprentice hairdresser even though their skill sets are similar?

Why is it the number of companies with no women executive managers rose from 39.5% in 2006 to 45.5% in 2008 and the number of company board positions held by women has declined to a measly 8.3%? Why is it female executives are paid half that of their male counterparts?

Feminists are fighting plans for a paid maternity leave scheme being dumped during the recession. That may be the least of their worries. The big danger is that the recession will gobble up the small steps toward equal pay and equal rights that women have already made.
