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Thank you for coming along today. 

Women have been serving in Australia’s military forces since before Federation. From the courage and compassion of nursing and a tireless contribution to the war efforts at home and overseas, through to their contemporary positions serving on all current ADF deployments in each of our services, Australian women have proven their strength, intelligence, commitment and capability in serving their nation. 

Over the past three decades, we have seen a tremendous expansion in the roles that women play in the Defence Force. Today women are able to participate in 92 percent of employment categories and 81 per cent of positions across the Defence Force.  There are currently over 180 women deployed on overseas operations in various combat and combat-related roles.

We are now examining the further extension of women’s roles in the Defence Force, through the research being conducted at Wollongong University into the Physical Employment Standards.

As a Labor Government that places great emphasis on equity in the workplace, we are fully committed to ensuring that women can have access to all possible employment opportunities.  

Today we are launching the CDF Action Plan for the Recruitment and Retention of Women. 

This is a very significant initiative that gives a sharper focus to the vital contribution that women make in the ADF.

The Government wants to ensure that workplace arrangements help women operate to perform to the best of their ability. 

I am always appalled when I hear allegations of inappropriate behaviour in the ADF, and I will reiterate today that the Services and the Government have a policy of zero tolerance in this regard.

The cultural change program in this Action Plan that we are launching will target everyone in Defence, particularly Commanding Officers and senior non-commissioned officer ranks. It is they who will drive this change from the ground up.

The simple fact is that we need to overcome the systemic, cultural, attitudinal and behavioural obstacles within the ADF that directly and indirectly affect the ability of women to enjoy constructive and rewarding careers.  

We cannot allow such features of the workplace to limit the participation of women in the ADF.

To this end a gender diversity and leadership program will be developed for key senior and middle managers so they champion a more gender-balanced workforce.

The fundamental principles underlying the action plan are those of flexibility, choice and innovation:  

· flexibility and choice in workplace policies, systems and conditions; and 

· innovation in terms of management approaches and information sharing. 

We need to act now. 

With women making up only 13.4 per cent of our ADF, it is evident that there is work to be done here. 

Increasing the number of women enlisting and staying in the ADF is the top priority of this action plan. While Defence is implementing a range of initiatives on this front, the action plan will drive a much more detailed analysis of the reasons for low female recruitment and retention rates.  

I am confident that this plan is the beginning of a strong drive for change. We can engage women in our workforce.  We can give them choice.  And we can afford them every opportunity to have a rewarding career.  In fact, this is how it has to be if we are to have an effective 21st century ADF.

At the heart of this plan is the clear recognition that the ability to have and raise their families is a key consideration for women in the ADF.  It is also a key consideration for men in the ADF.  This is where choice and flexibility is so important

We need to recognise that the ADF is not the most family friendly profession.  We must appreciate that family life demands stability, and our posting cycles and employment conditions need to recognise that critical fact. 

The action plan will better align conditions of service with those already available to the Australian Public Service. ADF members will be able to purchase up to four weeks additional annual leave each year and have the right to work part-time after maternity or adoption leave. 

The action plan will also review child care options, particularly out of hours and off-base support, and short term loan assistance for childcare fee bonds. It will also improve flexible leave arrangements and increase opportunities for job-sharing in ADF positions. 

All of these initiatives are vital if we are to increase the participation of women in the ADF. This action plan is a commitment to the women of the ADF. 

There were a number of people who contributed to the development of this plan.  First, I would like to acknowledge my parliamentary colleague Warren Snowdon for his hard work in this portfolio.  He initiated and participated in the many open and frank discussions with women in the ADF that informed this Action Plan. Thank you.

To the members of CDF’s Reference Group on Women, thank you.  Your contribution has been essential, and we are grateful that you agreed to give up so much of your time to be a part of this process.

Thank you to the Service Chiefs for your commitment to and support for this plan.  Its delivery will depend on your efforts and those of your subordinate Commanding Officers.

And finally to the Chief of the Defence Force, thank you for your commitment to creating tangible change for women in the ADF. This plan marks the beginning of substantial improvement in the character and capacity of the ADF. 

I would like to conclude with a simple but very powerful quote from Major General Liz Cosson, our MC this afternoon.  Liz said “you can not ignore 50% of Australia’s population”.  

I know that the CDF is not ignoring them, that he is listening to them, and that he is driving change to ensure that women will achieve greater participation and success in the Australian Defence Force.

It now gives me great pleasure to officially launch the CDF Action Plan for the Recruitment and Retention of Women.
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