
The Howard Government's Budgets: Stay-at
Home Mothers Good - Single Mothers Bad

In response to the 'barbecue-stopper' issue of balancing work and
family, the federal government argued that it was giving mothers
more choice and flexibility in the 2004 federal budget. The
political aims of the family assistance contained in the budget
were to target voters who could make or break the Howard
Government in an election year. Support included more generous
family tax benefits arrangements, a new maternity payment, and
expanding childcare. It was also attempting to tackle the decline in
Australia's fertility rates. This was evident in Treasurer Peter
Costello's declaration that it is a 'good thing' for married couples
to have children - 'one for your husband and one for your wife
and one for the country'.1 However there is little evidence that
women want three children, or can afford the expense of raising
them.

I suggest that the government is attempting to support a
particular kind of mother in either a middle class or a wealthy
nuclear family unit. The 2004 budget focuses on short-term
political strategies, necessary in an election year, rather than long
term and on-going support for mothers. The 2005 budget also
does little to provide support for all mothers, particularly for
single mothers on welfare who will be penalised if they do not
meet government requirements to find work. There is a
contradiction between supporting mothers at home and increasing
the number of women in the work force - both without sufficient
public funding. This is particularly the case when ther~ is already a
demand for higher public spending on health, educatlOn, welfare,
and other services.

This article sets out the main parts of the 2004 and 2005 federal
budgets that relate to motherhood and families within a feminist
framework of the public and the private spheres. Despite budget
surpluses and strong economic growth, the federal government
has not been consistent in funding policies that would encourage
women to have children, or that support all women who already
have children. I discuss the budget policies that have moved from
being 'pro-family in 2004 to 'welfare-to-work' in 2005. This
suggests that wealthier mothers are supported more than poorer
mothers, particularly those on welfare. The government's
industrial relations reforms have been disconnected from the
policy prescriptions for working families. Improved working
conditions, more protection in a deregulated labour market, and

universal paid maternity leave are ongoing issues which the
government is resisting. I also examine wider viewpoints
concerning the construction of motherhood, arguing for a 'whole
of government' approach as wen as the need to value women's
roles in the home.

The division between the public and the private

In discussions of liberalism and the state, there is a clear division
between the public and the private. O'Connor et al. provide a
gendered analysis of this debate, arguing that femin~smhas given
important insights into the gender content of a lIberal market
economy. Because liberalism divides the public world of s~ate an.d
s.ociety from the private domestic life of home and famIly, thIS
separation is inherently gendered. Liberalism portrays ~e pub:ic
and private spheres as independent of one another when III realIty,
they are inextricably connected, and so obscures a fundameJ;;tal
source of power and inequality in relations between the sexes.2

O'Connor et al. argue that the current liberal welfare state
perceives women as individuals in their own right who can use
social policy to pursue claims as individuals. However, the sexual
divi~ion of lapo~r in paid and unpaid work is a ~atter of p.tiva~e

chOIce by mamed partners rather than a pubhc concern. ThIS
aggravates the contradiction between the public world of the
market and the private world of the family.

Social poliq development fostering the full liberal personhood of
married women is consistent with the meliorist tenet of liberal
theory, identified with the idea ofsocial iml?rovement, i~ so far as
it remains within the bounds set by the lIberal commItment to
limited government.4

The division between roles in the public and the private spheres
can be linked to what Hays calls the 'cultural contradictions of
contemporary motherhood'.5 She argues that intensive mothering
is a gendered model that advises mothers to spend a tremendous
amount of time, energy and money in raising childre~. St~y-at

home mothers pay the price of being treated as an outsIder III the.
larger public world of the market. Alternatively, a woman who
participates in the waged work force pays the price of the double
shift. In either case, women have to maintain the logic of intensive
mothering.6 Moreover, the demands of motherhood clash with the
search for individual autonomy and self-interested gain which is
an important aspect of liberal societies. Hays argues that tensions
have developed between the demands of work and family life,

90 HECATE HECATE 91



between the historically constructed images of warm, nurturing
mothers on the one side and cold, competitive career women on
the other, between the call for a revival of 'family values' and the
call for greater workplace efficiency, and between the impersonal
pursuit of self-interested gain in the context of a competitive
market system and the empathic pursuit of nurturing personal
relationsJ

Contemporary public policies affecting women and mothers
illustrate the division between the public and private spheres and
highlight the contradictions of motherhood. They are part of the
Howard government's emphasis on letting the market rule, cutting
back on government spending, contracting out services, individt;Ial
responsibility and self help. The Coalition has pursued enterpr:se
bargaining and deregulation of the labour market, supporting
individual and workplace agreements. It has done little to promote
job sharing, training and skills development, and. the capacity to
bargain, especially for low-income earners. While employment
and incomes have grown since 1996 when the Liberal National
Coalition came to power, many people on low wages have not
enjoyed these improvements. Many new jobs have been created in
the service industries using casual employment. The number of
women in part-time work has increased from 26.1 per cent to 45.5
per cent from 1970 to 2003.8 In 2004, 52.7 per cent of casual
workers were women.9 Employers can hire and fire as needed and
workers often receive poor pay, erratic hours, and insecure jobs.
Another aspect of the government's policies concerned the
unemployed.. People on unemployment benefits, it was argued,
had a 'mutual obligation'. to find work and give something back to
the community. The unemployed had to undergo training and
work-for-welfare initiatives.
. The government has espoused traditional values of 'the family'
while undermining support for women. While the government has
provided more general financial assistance for families, it has cut
back funding for government units such as the Office of the Status
of Women and non-government organisations such as the
Women's Electoral Lobby. Policies concerning equal opportunity
and affirmative action have not supported women. In 1996,
subsidies to non-profit childcare centres were reduced, thus
making care less affordable for many families.

The 2004 budget - "more help for families'

The 2003 federal budget did not provide for work and family,
although this was supposedly one of the Coalition government's

third term priorities. Moreover, 'family friendly' policies such as
maternity leave were not addressed and no extra childcare places
were proposed. The government wanted to keep a surplus, plus
provide funds for the Iraqi war and increase security costs as well
as drought assistance. The budget included an average weekly tax
cut of $4 to the cost of $2.4 billion which was criticised as a
'sandwich and milk shake' tax cut. In 2004, at a cost of $19·2
billion over five years, the Treasurer announced a package of
measures to assist families with dependent children. This budget
provided larger tax cuts than in 2003, focusing on reducing the
disincentives of high marginal tax rates. People would start to pay
42 per cent and 47 per cent at higher levels of income. The
objective was to target those on middle incomes, but this
neglected those earning approximately $35,000 to $40,000.
Many women earn this amount. The gover?ment's response ~as

that although people getting less than $50,000 would not receIve.,
tax cuts, they would benefit through the. family package. At t?e
time of the announcement, payments mcluded the matermty
allowance, the maternity immunisation allowance, Family" Tax
Benefit (PTB) Part A and FTB Part B, child care benefits and the
baby bonus. For mothers to receive the full benefits of the baby
bonus, they would have to stay at home for five years. This was a
refundable tax offset, paid where the primary carer gave up or
reduced paid employment.
: With an ageing population and a shrinking workforce, the
government recognises that it is necessary to increase workforce
participation. While the government has rejected the connection
between work and family friendly policies in the past, it is moving
in this direction. In his 2004 budget speech, Costello stated that
there was a need 'to help more people into the work force and
make it easier for mothers who are juggling paid work, or part
time work with the nurture and raising of children'.10 The 2004
budget, however, reinforced the perc~ption of ~e primary
breadwinner and secondary earner. It mcluded an mcrease of
$600 per year in the maximum and base rates of PTB, Par:: A
(child endowment or family allowance) for each dependent chIld.
This affected approximately two million families. Working
mothers received a means-tested family benefit. The reduction in
theFTB, Part B income test withdrawal rate for the second earner
from 30 per cent to 20 per cent was designed to compensate
traditional male-breadwinner families. This benefit promoted the
White-picket fence ideal of mother as prime carer. The father's
income was not taken into consideration; it was assessed on
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whether the mother worked. The second earner could earn $4,000
- an increase from $1,825 - before the benefit was reduced. This
meant that a second earner in a family with a child aged under 5
would continue to receive some FTB (B) up to an income of
$18,600 per year (it was $11,559 at the time). So if a woman
earned that much, the system still regarded her as a stay-at-home
mother. If the youngest child is over 5, the income limit under
which some assistance is available would increase to $14,184 (it
was $8,614 at the time). Treasurer Costello argued that
withdrawal rates on benefits have been work disincentives for the
second income earner, so lowering these rates increases
motivation for those earners. l1 However, the threshold is still low
and entrenches a gendered labour market where married women
are secondary earners, often working part-time in poorly paid
jobs.

Another element of the package was a new maternity payment of
$3,000 for each baby born after July 2004, increasing to $4,000
in .J.uly 2006, and to $5,000 in July 2008. This was a bid to boost
the number of newborns.12 The benefit would be available for all
families, regardless of the family's income, incorporating the
existing maternity allowance and the baby bonus, with recipients
of the baby bonus maintaining their entitlement under that
program. According to the budget document, around 250,000
families were expected to benefit each year. A further proposal
offered an additional 40,000 outside school hours child care
places and an extra 4,000 family day care places. From July 2005,
when a secondary earner (usually the mother) returns to work,
income from employment would not be counted against eligibility
for FTB (B) already received.13

These measures targeted voters and the 'aspirational families'
who would make or break the Howard government in the October
2004 election.14 The aim was to get maximum political impact and
to show that the government was much more generous than any
political alternatives.15

The 2005 budget - 'working for families'

In 2005, one of the most important packages included the
'w~lfare-to-work'initiatives. In his budget speech, Costello stated:

If more people are able to move from welfare to work then this
will help them with higher incomes and better participation in
mainstream economic life. It will also reduce the obligation on
other taxpayers whose taxes pay for the welfare supporL16

The budget allocated $266 million for child care support so that
parents of school aged children could stay in, or re-enter, the work
force. The catch was that to be eligible for more than 24 hours of
child care benefits per week, both the mother and father, or the
sole parent, must demonstrate that they complete more than 15
hours of work or training per week. Single mothers on the
Parenting Payment would be expected to look for work when their
youngest child turns six.l7 Those coming into the scheme after July
2006 will move to Newstart once their youngest child turns six.
However, under this scheme, the National Centre for Social and
Economic Modelling has calculated that disposable income could
be up to $100 lower fOI sole parents.18

The government also announced 87,000 extra places in
childcare, both in before and after school programmes and a
subsidy for low-income parents so that the cost or absence of
childcare does not restrict them from joining the workforce.

To encourage people in part-time employment to work, the rate
of their entitlement to income support would be reduced t<?' 60
cents in the dollar instead of 70 cents after they earned $25() per
week. The income threshold for the Family Tax Benefit Part A
would be increased by $4,139 to $37,500 so low income earners
could increase their earnings without affecting family assistance
payments. At the other end of the income scale, the government
announced weekly tax cuts for those earning $70,000 to $125,000
per year. In addition, it abolished the 10 per cent tax surcharge on
superannuation contributions for high-income earners.

While 2004 was an election year, with vote winning policies in
the budget, the 2005 budget was developed with the next election
in mind. A journalist suggested that the Treasurer 'staked his
leadership credentials on delivering tax. cuts for middle and high
income earners'.19 The objective was to offer earners tax cuts and
more disposable income. This was a way for Costello to improve
his standing in the opinion polls, as preferred Prime Minister.
Moreover, a popularly approved budget was 'his best means of
encouraging his colleagues to bequeath him politics' greatest
prize'.20

The policy construction ofmotherhood

Feminists have criticised the Howard government's policies
concerning mothers for different reasons. Some oppose Howard's
policies for keeping or forcing mothers into the home, while others
argue that the government is not doing enough to help mothers in
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the workplace. For example, Summers points out that women will
have babies 'when it is right for them, not when a magazine, a
movie or a government tries to tell them SO'.21 She criticises 'the
government's breeding creed that dictated that mothers should
stay at home with· their children if they wanted to receive
maximum benefit from government paYIDents'.22 The government
seems to prefer the traditional, 'white picket fence' type of family
where the husband works full-time and the wife is a stay-at-home
mother. Summers argues that this model is 'the only one that will
be tolerated by· a government whose breeding creed is both old
fashioned and exclusionarf.23 In response to the 2004 budget,
Summers condemned the government for continuing its 'breeding
creed', defining 'women first and foremost as mothers' and for
attempting to reduce women's choices into a 'motherhood
mentality'. Summers argues that the government's stance is a
restatement of a 'traditionalist view of women's role and women's
possibilities'.24

In contrast, Pru Goward, the Federal Sex Discrimination
Commissioner disputes the notion of a 'breeder's budget' arguing
that it is a 'back-to-work' budget.25 She says the 2004 budget is
about .women and putting government money into working
motherhood. She states that the 'new modern era has arrived'. She
sees Australia beginning to embrace similar solutions to the rest of
the developed world with an ageing demographic. She claims that
the budget confirms that 'working motherhood has become an
economic and demographic necessity'.26 Goward also argues that,
due to the increased costs of supporting an ageing population,
future governments have no choice but to encourage mothers to
work. Nonetheless, she points out that work incentives for lower
income sole parents were not addressed. The changes in the
withdrawal rates for FfB A apply only when family income is
more than $32,000. The changes to FI'B B do not affect sole
parents as they are not subject to an income test. In the 2005
Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission (HREOC)
discussion paper, Goward explores ways of providing families with
choices for balancing their responsibilities, for example with more
flexible working hours to cater for family needs and
commitments.27 She argues that an examination of paid work and
family arrangements must consider the experiences and attitudes
of fathers, as well as mothers. Goward notes that the combination
of family payments, other benefits, and tax thresholds results in a

.complex system that influences the decisions that families make

about whether a secondary earner re-enters the workforce. The
report continues:

The costs of child care, loss of government payments and the
prospect of high effective marginal tax rates win all affect these
decisions. The challenge for government is to ensure policies do
not unfairly promote certain family arrangements over others.28

Within the context of the government's budgetary policies, the
main perception of women as mothers is based on differences
between those who work and those who do not, and sole and
married mothers. Walter's research on Australia's family policy
suggests that 'mothers' relationship to the labour market is
dichotomised along partnered lines, with sole and married
mothers differently situated within family or welfare pOlicy'.29 As
the journalist Christine Jackman notes, the 2005 welfare-to-work
requirement that welfare recipients find at least 15 hours of work
per week highlights a point of dissonance between the"
Government's pro-family vision and its industrial relations
reform. 30 All working mothers and fathers, but sole parentS in
particular, require consistent rosters or work. Undertaking casual
emplOYment often means that hours fluctuate so that it is difficult
to arrange childcare. Moreover, if a single mother needs to stay
home and care for an ill child or childcare is unavailable, it could
be difficult for her to keep her job.

Costello's 2005 budget aimed to get single parents on welfare
back into- the work force, but did not acknowledge that many
single parents already work as much as their parenting duties
allow and often do so under difficult conditions, without the
support of a partner. The contradiction here is that while the
government supports mothers in a two parent family staying at
home, it advocates mothers in a single parent family going to
work. The mantra of mutual obligation raises challenges for single
parents about the need to meet work commitments and,
simultaneously, not leave their children 'home alone'. Moreover,
Shaver argues that these shifts in welfare provision impose
supervision over people's behaviour and actions. She goes on, 'put
most bluntly, the welfare claimant is no longer to be regarded as
the best judge of her own needs and prospects'.31

A major flaw in the government's policies is that it remains
unclear where people currently on welfare will find part-time work
with good conditions. Moreover, the unemployment rate of 5 per
'cent does not take into account those who want to work but fall
outside the definition of unemployed. The St Vincent de Paul
Society criticises the government's welfare-to-work policies
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because the vulnerable have to shoulder the burden of budget
concerns. It argues that most sole parents are women with low
educational qualifications who are eligible for casual jobs in
hospitality, cleaning, and shelf-stacking that are not available
during school hours. Furthermore, in the last ten years, nine out
of ten new jobs paid less than $26,000 and if the government
pushes 'people off welfare so as to reduce social expenditure we
will lose our chance of creating a fair and compassionate
Australia'.32

Another tension between the p1,lblic and the private is that the
measures of the 2004 and 2005 budgets do not include
government funded maternity leave. This is necessary, however, if
mothers, particularly those on a low income, are to participate in
the paid labour market. Whitehouse argues that although the
government's maternity payment is welcome, it is no substitute
for paid maternity leave. Further, it offers no opportunities to
improve women's labour force attachment.33 The government has
not been convinced by arguments advocating maternity payments.
While the debate has been going on for some time, the
government has not shown any commitment to paid maternity
leave as a way of supporting families. The HREOC published its
interim paper Valuing Parenthood: Options for Paid Maternity
Leave in 2002. In this report, Goward argued that Australia's paid
maternity leave arrangements were limited, haphazard, and fall
significantly below what could be considered a national system.34

In her final report released later in 2002, Goward recommended a
fully government-funded paid maternity leave scheme for women
in paid work,35 The government opposed this proposal, as evident
in 2004, when the aim of its new maternity payment was to assist
all mothers of new babies, whether at home or in paid work. The
lump sum payment of a few thousand dollars, however, offers
little to entice women to get pregnant. While the payment is
generous in itself and may ease the financial burden for some
families, it is insufficient in comparison with government
supported maternity leave.

Government policies are one of the issues that influence
women's decisions about returning to paid work after having
children. Mothers consider financial costs and benefits related to
tax and income support along with other complex issues such as
their relationships, partners' employment, the age of their
children and their needs, and the value of paid and unpaid work.36

What can governments do to address some of the considerations
·and dilemmas that women face? This is a challenging and

multifaceted policy area, as illustrated by feminists who suggest
contradictory positions. For example, Bryson argues for a 'whole
of-government approach' to facilitate women's family formation
choices. She recommends more public debates; promoting
families as a 'public good'; increased access to improved and free
childcare; improved parental leave; encouraging fathers to take
greater responsibility for caring for their children; getting more
women on the boards of public companies; retraining programs
after parental leave; and educating young people about family and
sexual relationships.37

Even moderate improvements such as family friendly workplace
policies are in~.ufficient to halt the drop in fertility or to provide
women with more life choices. Individuals within the private
sphere ultimately make decisions about motherhood. Therefore,
as Brys<?n argues, it is necessary to focus on the relationship
between the public realm and the private realm of family. Bryson
takes her argument further, however, by examining the need for
cultural change. She raises the classic feminist dilemma.: 'how do
we bring about cultural change so that issues that women have
tr~ditionany b~en concerned about and responsible for are valued
(sllch as caring and cooperation)?'38 A lack' of family friendly
workplaces, she argu~s., can reinforce the idea that the public
~orld of the economy and paid employment is of primary
iwportance. 'this underestimates the value of unpaid care work

There are ongoing tensions for women attempting to make
choices between work and family. In contrast to Bryson, Pocock
makes the case for a new work/care regime, suggesting that 'policy
sh()uld' provide a menu of options that accommodates diverse
situations'.39 This includes features like good transitions between
care, and. paid work, quality affordable child care, and more
s:gpport for lower-income households. Probert argues that because
men's working hours have increased, they participate less in the'
home, and this is exacerbated by a lack of good child care. This
makes it difficult for women to move 'beyond "juggling" work and
family'.40 It is now widely accepted that mothers should go back to
work - so much so that full-time mothers feel resentful about
what they perceive as so~ial pressure to get a job. Probert also
argues that:

At the same time,. Australians are surprisingly suspicious of
formal childcare, and generally feel that young children should be
with their mothers. This ambivalence about working mothers
provides the cultural grounds on which the Federal Government
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has been able to wind back the gains of the 1970S and 1980s, and
stall furtP-er progress in support of working women.41

Probert contends that part-time work often 'consigns women to
the sidelines in tenns of work and career', with conditions for
part-time' work that 'are deteriorating in ways that reduce its
"familY'friendly" qualities'.42 Part;..time work can involve irregular
working hours, poor working conditions, and fear of dismissal if
time is needed to care for children or look after them during
school holidays. Given the Howard government's current policy
agenda, these strategies - whether they focus on the private
sphere or the public sphere - seem like a fantasy wish list.

Conclusion

The inconsistencies in government policies are clearly reflected in
the attempt to draw mothers into the public work force, while
maintaining their role as carers in the private sphere. The 2004
budget endeavours to encourage married mothers into the home
with its pro-family policies. This conflicts with political attempts
to. reform industrial relations and its back:'to-work policies in
2005. Political constructions of motherhood have been based on
gendered 'policy assumptions. Notions of a tr<:,!-ditional gendered
workforce have shaped the federal government's budgets,
reinforcing' a model of the primary breadwinner a,nd the
de.pendent sp0l,1se. This works on the assumption that the male
has .a full-time, well paid job which provides for his family. The.
goveplme,nt's policies are inconsistent, as they seem to be
reinforcing traditional fa~ily values, while recognising that
women work, but not addressing the need to develop family
friendly workplace reforms.

While families will benefit from various government payments,
mothers are tre~ted differently. Funding has been directed
towards mamed mothers staying at home, but not those on
welfare. Additionally, mothers still face the double burden if they
work in the home and the paid work force. While women have
many life choices, the payments may in fact function to reinforce
choices already made, as opposed to enticements to think about
other alternatives. However, the necessary changes are not
occurring to support these choices in people's relationships, in
families, workplaces, and communities. The cost of housing,
health sl?rvices, education, and child care, not to mention the
continutng challenge of balancing work and family for many
women, may override the funding that the federal government is

prepared to offer. Therefore, if governments (and the private
sector) are serious about supporting families, they must develop
better policies to sustain motherhood. This is especially the case
when governments are working with a budget surplus to spend.
This requires improving paid maternity leave, flexibility in the
workplace, training, and conditions in the casualised workforce. If
these types of family friendly measures are not provided, women
may be reluctant to embrace motherhood, or struggle to meet the
many demands if they are mothers, especially if they are not
wealthy.

Liz van Acker
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