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The ACT can be the jurisdiction that leads the change in gender equality. YWCA 
Canberra’s Leading the Change report outlines the many positive achievements  
for gender equality in the ACT. The report also recommends opportunities and  
initiatives that the ACT Government could adopt to take the next steps towards 
gender equality. 

YWCA Canberra believes gender inequality is preventable and can be addressed in 
the ACT through the implementation of gender responsive governance mechanisms, 
policies and practices to promote gender equal workplaces, primary prevention 
programs to eliminate the drivers of violence against women and housing and 
homelessness services which are sensitive of the needs of all women. 

Gender responsive government
Australia emerged as a global leader in gender 
responsive government from the 1970s, with 
the nation’s leading work shaping a path for the 
development of the United Nation’s approach to 
gender mainstreaming in the mid-1990s. In the ACT, 
women’s budget analysis was a central aspect of 
gender responsive government until 2008, when the 
last Women’s Budget Statement was published.1  

Research and practice has found that coordinated 
whole-of government approaches to gender policy 
analysis are critical for success. The experience of 
gender-based analysis in Canada demonstrates how 
gendered policy approaches can be systematically 
applied to deliver more inclusive policy, also giving 
attention to intersectional issues such as sex, race, 
religion, sexuality, ethnicity and disability.2 However, 
for gender-based strategies to be effective, it is 
clear that governments need to provide appropriate 
resourcing, develop specific and tangible targets and 
establish visible accountability mechanisms to  
monitor progress.

Recommendations
That the ACT Government: 

• streamline strategic oversight of gender equality in 
the ACT through positioning the Office for Women 
in the Chief Minister’s directorate 

• reinstate ACT Women’s Budget Statements, 
including a gendered critique of the impact of 
budget allocations on the lives of girls and women 

• fast track the implementation of the ACT Women’s 
Plan through dedicated resources for the Office for 
Women with transparent targets and evaluation

Equality in the workplace
The workplace persists as a site of discrimination, 
inequity and harassment for many women across 
Australia. In 2012, the Australian Human Rights 
Commission found that 25 per cent of women 
reported that they had experienced sexual harassment 
at work and that 90 per cent of female respondents 
reported that their perpetrator was a man.3

The current gender pay gap sits at 15.3 per cent — a 
small decrease from 15.9 per cent as at November 
2016. Statistics indicate that the gender pay gap 
has barely shifted over the past twenty years — 
remaining between 15 and 19 per cent during this 
period.4 Barriers to women’s equal participation 
in the workforce are complex, including a range 
of factors such as disproportionate unpaid caring 
responsibilities, time out of the workforce and the 
over-representation of women in casual and part-time 
employment. However, these barriers are preventable 
— requiring legislated commitment to gender equality 
and the development of progressive  
workplace practices. 

Recommendations
That the ACT Government: 

• incentivise and support companies to introduce 
progressive paid parental leave entitlements that 
encourage shared care arrangements, build a 
culture that normalises male employee’s uptake 
and supports the development of the bond 
between mother and child

• enact a Gender Equality Act that is informed by 
evidence-based international models and includes 
tangible quotas and targets

• preclude non-compliant employers of the 
Workplace Gender Equality Act 2012 from 
tendering for ACT Government contracts.  
This is currently a Commonwealth  
Government requirement

• re-consider employers with a history of 
substantiated sexual harassment claims and 
breaches of discrimination law tendering for  
ACT Government contracts.
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A life free from violence
Rates of violence against women in Australia have 
reached crisis point, with family, domestic and sexual 
violence in particular at unacceptable levels. As at 
2018, 1 in 5 women and 1 in 20 men have been sexually 
assaulted and/or threatened since age 15. However, 
the situation is worse for Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander women, who are 32 times more likely to 
be hospitalised due to family violence than a non-
Indigenous woman.5 

Research and practice has demonstrated that violence 
against women can be prevented through cultural and 
behavioural change initiatives systemically embedded 
in all areas of public life. A key aspect of long-term 
and sustainable change is education, especially the 
education of children and young people on issues 
such as consent, gender and power. For this reason, 
a focus on the Respectful Relationships curriculum is 
highlighted in the report. 

While governments at all levels have committed to 
the National Plan to reduce violence against Women 
and their Children, coordinated initiatives within 
jurisdictions are critical to ensure that the National 
Plan’s goals can be successfully achieved. 

Recommendations
That the ACT Government: 

• adopt a shared responsibility approach to  
work with ACT-based universities to end endemic 
sexual assault and harassment on campus by 
ensuring a consistent approach to primary 
prevention, with all new students provided with 
mandatory respectful relationships and  
consent education that is relevant to  
diverse student populations

• develop, fund and implement a new ACT 
Prevention of Violence Against Women and 
Children Strategy from 2018

• increase funding to specialist women’s services, 
including services equipped to appropriately 
respond to intersecting forms of discrimination 
based on factors such as disability, religion, race, 
ethnicity and sexuality

• introduce a long-term strategy for primary 
prevention, including funding mandatory 
implementation of Respectful Relationships 
education (including consent education)  
for all staff and students from kindergarten  
to year 12 and university settings

• introduce a statutory, positive definition of consent 
based on the concept of a free  
and voluntary agreement, into the  
Crimes Act 1900 (ACT).

Housing security
Australia is facing a housing crisis which 
disproportionately affects women and pushes 
them into homelessness. A key driver of the 
overrepresentation of women who seek homelessness 
and housing support services is domestic and family 
violence. In 2016-17, women were the largest group of 
people who sought homelessness services because 
of family and/or domestic violence.6 The intersection 
between gender and violence is central to housing and 
homelessness, and requires gender-responsive policy 
to appropriately address the diverse and multiple 
needs of women.7

Addressing the unique needs of women and 
considering the additional disadvantage particular 
groups of at-risk women face in accessing housing 
and homelessness services is central to the successful 
delivery of innovative housing options. In addition to 
this, dedicated policy and funding is needed to support 
women escaping family and domestic violence. 

Recommendations
That the ACT Government: 

• identifies and addresses the intersectional 
vulnerabilities of women with disability through 
targeted consultation and specialist support

• upholds and implements the Liveable Housing 
Design Guidelines for new dwellings

• consult with older women, women with disability, 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women and 
sole-parent households to develop innovative 
housing models that meet their unique needs

• funds specialist and culturally-appropriate housing 
and homelessness services for Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander women escaping  
domestic violence

• work with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
communities to address the need for additional 
Indigenous-led housing support and service 
provision and fund additional culturally-
appropriate training for employees of mainstream 
housing and homelessness services 

• invest in social and affordable rental housing 
stock to suit the specific needs of large families, 
including unlocking land to supply  
affordable rentals 

• provides land tax reductions to private landlords 
who lease their properties to fellow Canberrans at 
75 per cent or less of market rates for properties 
managed by ACT registered community  
housing providers.
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Through the Council of Australian 
Governments, the ACT government should 
support the Federal Government to: 

• Develop a National Housing and Homelessness 
Strategy that includes actions and measurable 
targets that will create additional social and 
affordable permanent housing for women, and 
particularly for older women in each state  
and territory.

• Implement a comprehensive Federal Government 
strategy to address the current financial 
insecurity of older women. To include a review 
of superannuation policy and legislation, 
Commonwealth rent assistance and the national 
income support system.

• Implement a comprehensive Federal Government 
Strategy to address the underlying causes 
of gendered economic inequality, including 
eliminating the wage gap, reviewing the 
superannuation system, promoting the adoption 
of measures to redistribute unpaid care, reviewing 

child care support, desegregating Australia’s 
gendered workforce and increasing women’s 
participation in leadership.

• Establish a Seniors Housing Gateway Program 
to better address the housing support needs of 
vulnerable older women. This will include locating 
a central older persons housing information 
and support service in each capital city, improve 
Specialist Homelessness Service responses to 
older women, expand the Assistance with Care 
and Housing (ACH) Program and improve service 
integration with the aged care sector. 

• Ensure that national aged care policy and 
programs also address housing adequacy – 
especially for those programs that are predicated 
on delivering care services to women in their  
own homes.

• Develop better national data collection and better 
data informed responses based on a gendered 
data collection and analysis. This will inform better 
policy and strategy for programs that target  
older women.

Gender equality is an achievable goal and YWCA Canberra hopes the 2018 Leading 
the Change report provides a clear impetus for action. 

About YWCA Canberra 
YWCA Canberra is a feminist, secular, not-for-profit organisation that has provided community services and 
represented women’s issues in Canberra since 1929. Our vision is ‘Girls and Women thriving’

We are part of the World YWCA network, which connects 125 countries across the globe. Our rich history of 
supporting women and girls in Canberra through the Great Depression, the Second World War, and the rapid 
social and cultural changes Canberra has experienced in recent years, continues to inform and influence  
our work. 

Today we provide quality, innovative services for women, including female-identifying and non-binary people, 
girls and families in the ACT and surrounding regions. We work in the areas of children’s services, community 
development, housing, youth services, personal and professional training, women’s leadership and advocacy. 

As a membership-based, non-religious organisation, we encourage the participation of people of all cultures, 
beliefs and ages in our movement. Strengthened by diversity, we welcome members who are committed to 
recognising and celebrating the value of every human being.
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