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Major Political Parties Respond to Questions on Women’s 
Health and Well-being 
 

Dear AWHN Members and Friends, 

Yesterday it was announced that the Federal Election will be held on Saturday 7 September 
2013 – that’s 32 days from today. 

To assist with our advocacy efforts in the lead up to the election, the Australian Women’s 
Health Network sent letters to the 4 major political parties, the Australian Labor Party, The 
Liberal Party of Australia, The National Party of Australia and the Australian Greens, asking 
what they would do for women’s health and well-being if in Government. A copy of this 
letter is attached for your convenience. 

The letters were sent to the 4 parties in mid-March this year with a deadline of 31 July for 
the receipt of responses. This communication was then followed up with each party in April 
and July, and confirmation of their intention to respond received. 

We had intended to show each party’s response grouped together under the relevant 
question so that you could easily make a direct comparison. However this was not possible 
as, while the Labor and National parties answered our questions directly, the Liberal party 
did not.  The following 3 responses, therefore, have been included verbatim in the order of 
receipt: 

• Australian Labor Party 
• The National Party of Australia 
• The Liberal Party of Australia 

Best wishes, 

Kelly Banister 
Chief Executive Officer 
Australian Women’s Health Network 
info@awhn.org.au           
PO Box 188 Drysdale VIC 3222 
www.awhn.org.au 
AWHN stands up to advance women’s health and well-being. With our partners, we bring 
our expertise to influence policy and reform. 

 

 
  

mailto:info@awhn.org.au
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Australian Labor Party 
National Secretariat 

Thank you for sending us your survey regarding the Australian Labor Party’s policies relating to 
women’s health and gender equity.  

We welcome the opportunity to respond to the Australian Women's Health Network, and 
acknowledge the critical role your organisation plays in helping develop Australian health policy. 
In Government, Labor is committed to working with the Australian Women's Health Network to 
help make our health system more responsive to the needs of women and the wider Australian 
community.  

Please find attached the ALP’s detailed response to your enquiry. Please do not hesitate to 
contact us if you require further information or if any of the information attached is unclear.  

The ALP’s policies are developed following consultation and feedback from the community. The 
latest version is available on our website at http://www.alp.org.au/what_we_re_for. We will 
also send you copies of any policies announced during the election campaign which may be of 
interest to your members.  

Thank you again for taking the time to contact the ALP. We welcome your interest in our policies 
and the political process.  

Yours sincerely  

George Wright  
National Secretary 

The Australian Labor Party answered AWHN’s questions. Each question is listed below 
followed immediately by the relevant response. 

Detailed response to Australian Women’s Health Network survey regarding the Australian 
Labor Party’s policies relating to women’s health and gender equity  

1. What is your political party policy on funding hospital and primary care health services?  

Labor is the party of universal health care. Strong, well-funded public hospitals underpin our 
approach to health system, and Labor will always ensure they are properly funded.  

Labor also believes in having well-resourced and supported primary health services. That’s one 
of the reasons we are investing in Medicare Locals, which are supporting primary health care 
services around the country.  

Medicare Locals are workings with primary health care organisations, aged care Indigenous 
groups and others to improve primary health care services available to patients.  

As a key plank in identifying, planning and responding to health issues in the region they serve, 
Medicare Locals will play an important role in progressing women’s health issues.  

2. In government, what action will your party take to consult with women and make them 
central to health reform proposals?  

http://www.alp.org.au/what_we_re_for
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From the party’s grassroots, right up to the Ministerial level, women play a central role in the 
ALP’s policy development process.  

Labor is determined to improve the health and wellbeing of Australia women. And, because we 
are a progressive party, we acknowledge the need to focus on women either disadvantaged or 
most at risk, and we are determined to ensure our health care system is more responsive to 
women’s needs.  

Throughout the development of any policy position, Labor both in and out of government 
acknowledges the need to consult and work with stakeholders to better inform policy 
development. When it comes to health policy, of course Labor realises the importance of 
working with the women’s health sector to ensure our health policy is better aligned to 
women’s health needs.  

3. In government, what action will your party take to infuse gender analysis, gender sensitive 
research, women's perspectives and gender equity goals into policies, projects and 
institutional ways of working?  

As a Government, Labor will continue our proud legacy of reform to achieve gender equality in 
our country and internationally, building on the achievements put in place by previous Labor 
Governments.  

Labor has strong women’s representation in the ministry and at the Cabinet table, with a 
dedicated Cabinet Minister for the Status of Women, ensuring women’s perspectives and 
gender equity goals are considered in policy development and implementation at the highest 
level.  

Labor remains committed to gender mainstreaming, whereby gender issues are considered 
throughout the development, implementation and evaluation of government policies, programs 
and services. We will continue to support this best practice approach to ensure issues are 
considered in the full range of decisions affecting women across the whole of government, with 
the Office for Women continuing to have the central coordinating role.  

Labor will continue our ambitious and broad agenda seeking economic security, safety, 
leadership and equality for all women.  

4. In government, what action will your party take to protect the sexual and reproductive 
health rights of women and improve health outcomes in this area?  

Labor is proudly progressive when it comes to protecting sexual and reproductive health rights 
of women.  

Labor realises that sexual and reproductive health is a priority for Australian women. We also 
believe that sexual and reproductive health policy should be developed on strong medical 
grounds and be based on women’s health needs.  

Women in Australia and around the world know that their health, especially in relation to sexual 
and reproductive health, is not just a matter of clinical decisions. It is, and always has been, just 
as much about women’s status in society, about gender equality or inequality, about women’s 
human rights.  
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Labor will never support policies which limit a woman’s right to make her own decisions when it 
comes to sexual and reproductive health.  

That’s why we have supported the listing of RU486 to the Pharmaceutical Benefits Scheme.  

5. In government, what action will your party take for mental health reform that:  
• addresses the specific needs of women  
• includes strategies that simultaneously support the prevention of mental illnesses; and  
• increase the overall well-being of women living with existing mental health 

conditions?  

The 2010 National Women’s Health Policy aims to continue to improve the health and wellbeing 
of all women in Australia, especially those at greater risk of poor health.  

Although the Labor Government does not take a gendered approach to mental health policy, we 
recognise the need to improve the planning and integration of mental health services and the 
availability of prevention and intervention appropriate to women’s needs.  

We are aware that women experience mental health issues that are often linked to specific life 
events, for example during the perinatal period, while not having access to a good range of 
services and supports. Research (by beyondblue) indicates that up to 1 in 10 women will 
experience depression during pregnancy. This increases to 1 in 7 women in the year following 
birth.  

There are two programs that are specifically aimed at women experiencing mental illness - the 
National Perinatal Depression Initiative (NPDI) and the Maternity Peer Support Project (MPSP).  

The NPDI aims to improve prevention and early detection of antenatal and postnatal depression 
and provide better support and treatment for expectant and new mothers experiencing 
depression. The Labor Government contribution of $55 million includes:  

• an additional $20 million to the Access to Allied Psychological Services component of the 
Better Outcomes in Mental Health Care Program to support better treatment for 
women with perinatal depression;  

• $30 million to state and territory governments to support the roll out of universal 
screening, support services, and training for health professionals; and  

• $5 million to beyondblue to support the implementation of the NPDI.  

The Maternity Peer Support Program (MPSP) also assists women during pregnancy and 
motherhood.  

As part of the 2009-10 Budget Improving Maternity Services Package, the Australian 
Government has invested $5.1 million to provide telephone-based peer support for women and 
their families who are experiencing perinatal depression or grief following the loss of a baby 
during pregnancy or in the first year following birth.  

Funding is provided to three key organisations including the Post and Antenatal Depression 
Association (PANDA), Stillbirth and Neonatal Death Support Australia (SANDS), and SIDS and 
Kids Australia.  
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Eating disorders are also more commonly experienced by women. The Butterfly Foundation is 
currently funded for $3 million over three years to June 2013 as coordinating agency for the 
National Eating Disorders Collaboration to develop a consistent approach to the prevention and 
treatment of eating disorders.  

The Foundation has also recently been funded under the Teleweb program to provide a free 
telephone and web-based service to those seeking help for eating disorders, their carers and 
families.  

Additionally the Labor Government currently funds programs that aim to improve the mental 
health and wellbeing of all Australians; as such these programs can be accessed by all genders.  

6. In government, what action will your party take to put into place a comprehensive women’s 
health policy and funded program?  

In 2010, the Labor Government released the National Women’s Health Policy. This is a 
comprehensive policy directing the Government’s approach to women’s health, and built on the 
1989 National Women’s Health Policy which was also developed by a Labor Government.  

The policy recognises the special health needs of women and girls.  

Labor will continue building on the work set out in this Policy should we be returned to 
government.  

The key priority areas of women’s health identified in the Policy are:  

• prevention of chronic disease and the control of risk factors;  

• mental health and wellbeing;  

• sexual and reproductive health; and  

• healthy ageing.  

The policy is reflected in initiatives such as Australian Government funding for AWHN, the 
Family Planning Grants Program, the Australian Longitudinal Study on Women’s Health, and 
funding for the Jean Hailes Foundation.  

In Government, Labor has also supported a wide range of targeted women’s health programs, 
such as screening programs for breast cancer and cervical cancer, vaccines, and maternal health 
initiatives for Indigenous and non-Indigenous women.  

It is on this platform that a re-elected Labor Government hopes to build.  

7. In government, what action will your party take to achieve gender equity across the social 
determinants of health?  

Labor’s National Women’s Health Policy sets us on a path tackle social determinants of health. 
The Policy acknowledged sex and gender, income level, education, employment status and age, 
among others, affected health and wellbeing.  

As a social democratic party, Labor acknowledges there is a role for government in helping 
overcome inequalities which exist throughout Australia, and we acknowledge that there is still 
more to do.  
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One way to overcome we can achieve gender equity across the social determinants is to ensure 
we build a health system which is responsive to women’s needs, but also is aware of that there 
are barriers within Australian society which impact negatively on Australian women’s health.  

On this, a re-elected Labor Government will follow the five policy goals set out in the National 
Women’s Health Policy. They are:  

• Highlight the significance of gender as a key determinant of women’s health and 
wellbeing.  

• Acknowledge that women’s health needs differ according to their life stage.  
• Prioritise the needs of women with the highest risk of poor health.  
• Ensure the health system is responsive to all women, with a clear focus on illness 

prevention and health promotion.  
• Support effective and collaborative research, data collection, monitoring. 
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The National Party of Australia 
The Nationals policies relating to your questions are contained in our policy documents on Women, 
Health and Social Justice. They can be accessed on our website at www.nationals.org.au under the 
policy heading. Our responses are focused on regional Australia 

While we have given summary answers to your questions we would encourage you to refer to our 
detailed policies. 

Regards, 

Scott Mitchell 
Federal Director 

The National Party of Australia answered AWHN’s questions. Each question is listed 
below followed immediately by the relevant response.  

1.     What is your political party policy on funding hospital and primary care health services?  

The Nationals in government will: 

• Provide guaranteed service levels for key regional hospitals in fields such as maternity and 
mental health; 

• Provide increased financial support for those doctors providing health services in regional and 
remote communities; 

• Establish a targeted regional health fund to provide funding for new health services; 

• Ensure that regional health targets are built into the Health Care Agreements; 

• Provide incentives for more women to undertake study in health care at a regional university; 
and 

• Respond to current midwifery shortages and avoid future shortages by providing adequate 
levels of funding for university and V ET preregistration and pre-enrolment courses, and 
especially for clinical placements. 

2. In government, what action will your party take to consult with women and make them 
central to health reform proposals?  

• Our policy is to have qualified and experienced women directly involved in decision making 
and policy development and implementation. We will ensure that women are represented on 
Local Hospital Boards for the larger public hospitals and also for groups of smaller hospitals 

3. In government, what action will your party take to infuse gender analysis, gender sensitive 
research, women's perspectives and gender equity goals into policies, projects and 
institutional ways of working?  

Provision of funding to regional universities, women on relevant policy committees, women in 
management and encouraging more women into relevant fields and to assist with this we will :,  

• Encourage more women to take up traineeships and to undertake tertiary studies; 

• Provide special training programs for Indigenous women; 

• Support education programs and initiatives which give women access to either face to-face 
training, or externally provided training using the technological services now available; 

• Further enhance paid maternity, paternity and parental leave, including for the self employed; 

• Provide more childcare places, with priority given to the needs of regional families; 

• Work towards pay equality for equal work between women and men. 

http://www.nationals.org.au/
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4.     In government, what action will your party take to protect the sexual and reproductive 
health rights of women and improve health outcomes in this area?  

Enhancement of allied health and counselling services, youth and adult education, greater access to 
services in regional areas, funds for training specialist health professionals, women in policy 
development and decision making roles. 

5.     In government, what action will your party take for mental health reform that:  

• addresses the specific needs of women  

• includes strategies that simultaneously support the prevention of mental illnesses. and  

• increase the overall well-being of women living with existing mental health conditions?  

Refer to 1 above and The Nationals detailed policies on health, women, and social justice. 

6.     In government, what action will your party take to put into place a comprehensive 
women’s health policy and funded program?  

Refer to 1 above. 

7.     In government, what action will your party take to achieve gender equity across the social 
determinants of health?  

Refer to 1 ,2 and 3  above 
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The Liberal Party of Australia 

Federal Secretariat 

Thank you for providing the opportunity to outline the views of the Coalition on the important 
issues facing your members. On behalf of the Coalition Members of Parliament and candidates, I 
am pleased to respond to your request.  

Please find attached answers to your questionnaire.  

Between now and the election, the Coalition will be progressively providing further details of 
Our Plan to build a strong prosperous economy and a safe and secure Australia.  

Once announced, the details of our policies will be available at www.liberal.org.au and 
www.nationals.org.au.  

Thank you for helping us communicate the Coalition’s commitments to your members.  

Yours sincerely  

Brian Loughnane  
Federal Campaign Director 

The Liberal Party of Australia did not answer AWHN’s questions. The response is 
provided below.  

Response to the Australian Women’s Health Network  

Women’s health will be a high priority for a Coalition Government. We appreciate that women 
have a specific set of health challenges. A Coalition Government will deliver better health 
services and contribute to improved health outcomes for all women.  

Full details of the Coalition’s health policies will be released prior to the election.  

Hospital and primary health care funding  

The Coalition recognises that Australia’s health and hospital system is under pressure and that 
this can have detrimental consequences for women’s health. Under the Labor Government, we 
have seen an increase in bureaucracy, complicated funding structures and no guarantee that 
funding will flow to frontline services. Regrettably, most of the Government’s policy has been 
driven by fiscal considerations after years of wasteful Government spending.  

A Coalition Government will aim to get money to frontline services where it is needed and 
where women’s health concerns can be addressed. We will not waste money on unnecessary 
bureaucracy but will ensure that hospitals and the health care system better respond to the 
needs of patients and healthcare workers.  

We are committed to providing adequate resources for health and hospitals and to establishing 
appropriate models of care to alleviate pressure on our public hospitals. This includes support 
for activity based funding.  

http://www.liberal.org.au/
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A Coalition Government will work with the States to ensure their hospitals are managed more 
locally so that communities get better health services and better value for their money.  

While the Coalition believes that the co-ordination of primary care services is important, an 
underlying principle of a Coalition government will be to fund patient services rather than 
excessive bureaucracy.  

To this end, a Coalition Government will commission a review of Medicare Locals. The review 
will recognise general practice as the cornerstone of primary care in the governance structure; 
ensure Commonwealth funding supports clinical services rather than administration; assess 
processes for determining market failure and service intervention so existing clinical services are 
not disrupted or discouraged; encourage the practical interaction with Local Hospital Networks, 
including boundaries; and examine tendering and contracting arrangements.  

Consultation  

The Coalition believes that effective policy cannot be developed in a vacuum. As Minister for 
Health, Tony Abbott consulted widely and worked closely with the health profession in 
developing policy and administering programmes.  

A Coalition Government will consult with relevant interest groups and the community in 
establishing its policy settings to ensure that the interests of women are taken into account.  

Research  

The Coalition recognises that funding for medical research is the best long-term investment a 
government can make for women’s health. As a former Health Minister with an outstanding 
record on medical research funding, Tony Abbott remains strongly committed to Australia’s 
research sector. Over the period 2000-2007, the Coalition Government, through the National 
Health and Medical Research Council (NHMRC), provided over $269 million for research related 
to women’s health, including maternal health issues such as pregnancy, prematurity, 
miscarriage, postnatal care and fertility.  

It also funded the Australian Longitudinal Study on Women’s Health (ALSWH) to investigate 
social, behavioural and economic determinants of women’s health and their relationship to 
health outcomes and use of health services at key points in women’s lives.  

Despite a tough Budget position, the Leader of the Opposition announced earlier this year that if 
elected, the Coalition will provide certainty for health and medical research from any further 
reductions in funding.  

More recently, Tony Abbott announced that the Coalition will protect the funding of Australia’s 
premier medical research funding body, the NHMRC. As well, the Coalition will simplify the 
assessment of research grants and transition to five year terms.  

Investments in health and medical research make good health and economic sense. It has been 
estimated that every dollar invested in medical research returns five dollars in economic 
benefits to Australia. The recent release of the McKeon Review into medical research was 
welcomed by the Coalition and we will continue to be guided by the 21 strategic 
recommendations it brought down, particularly as they relate to streamlining processes and 
cutting red tape.  
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These measures will help ensure that Australia remains a world leader in research into women’s 
health.  

Sexual and reproductive health  

A Coalition Government will support women throughout their reproductive years. This is 
reflected in our Paid Parental Leave scheme which will ensure that women receive 26 weeks 
paid parental leave, at full replacement pay or the minimum wage, whichever is greater.  

Our scheme is eight weeks longer than Labor’s 18-week scheme because the NHMRC and the 
World Health Organisation (WHO) recommend that the minimum period of exclusive care and 
breastfeeding for optimal maternal and infant health outcomes is six months. Benefits to 
maternal health include a reduced risk of breast cancer, ovarian cancer and osteoporosis.  

The Coalition has a strong record of funding a range of family planning organisations and 
national bodies to promote women’s access to sexual and reproductive health services. This 
record includes providing Medicare benefits for non-directive pregnancy support counselling 
services to women; and the establishment of a pregnancy support telephone helpline to provide 
professional, non-directive advice to women and/or their partners and family members.  

The former Coalition Government also subsidised treatments for women who experience 
infertility, including Assisted Reproductive Technology (ART) services, through Medicare and the 
PBS. The Extended Medicare Safety Net also significantly improved the affordability of ART for 
Australian families.  

Chlamydia is the most frequently notified sexually transmissible infection in Australia. In 
response, the former Coalition Government launched the National STI Strategy in 2005, with 
funding of $12.5 million for chlamydia awareness, surveillance and a pilot testing programme. 
The Coalition also introduced the National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Sexual Health 
and Blood Borne Virus Strategy which guided Australia’s response to sexual health and blood 
borne viruses within Indigenous communities. Women were a target group for this strategy.  

The Coalition also supported breast feeding mothers through a range of measures including 
funding services provided by the Australian Breastfeeding Association and promoting 
breastfeeding amongst new mothers.  

Mental health  

The Coalition will deliver better mental health services for women and provide better 
employment services for women with a mental illness.  

We will build on our very strong record on mental health. As Health Minister in the Howard 
Government, Tony Abbott brought in the 2006 Better Access to Mental Health initiative. At $1.9 
billion, it was the largest boost to mental health ever at the time.  

The initiative improved mental health care plans, extended GPs’ ability to treat mental illness, 
and greatly expanded patients’ access to Medicare funded psychologist consultations. It also 
boosted funding for mental health treatment in regional areas not well served by private 
psychiatrists and psychologists, with a special emphasis on new services to prevent suicide and 
to treat substance abuse.  
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We will continue to work closely with the sector and the National Mental Health Commission on 
the challenges that lie ahead.  

Women’s health policy  

A Coalition Government will build on the Howard Government’s record in women’s health. As 
Health Minister, Tony Abbott made women’s health a key focus of the Public Health Outcomes 
Funding Agreements (PHOFAs), ensuring funding was available for states and territories to 
support a range of public health services in sexual and reproductive health including family 
planning, women’s health services and breast cancer and cervical cancer screenings.  

In recognition of the need for prevention, early detection and treatment of gynaecological 
cancers, Tony Abbott provided financial incentives for GPs to increase rates of participation in 
the National Cervical Screening Program, particularly for unscreened and under-screened 
women such as those in rural and remote areas, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women 
and women from culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds.  

In 2007, Tony Abbott launched the National Human Papillomavirus (HPV) Vaccination Program 
at a cost of $579 million, under which Gardasil was delivered to girls through schools and to 
women aged 18 to 26 though GPs and community immunisation providers.  

In addition, under Tony Abbott as Health Minister, a large number of drugs were listed on the 
PBS for the treatment of breast and gynaecological cancers, including Herceptin, Arimex, 
Taxotere, Taxol, Anzatax, Paclitaxel, Ebewe, Aromasin, Neulasta and Femara.  

Social determinants of health  

While Australia has comparatively good health outcomes according to macro indicators such as 
life expectancy, there still exists significant disparity in our community. In addition to supporting 
public health initiatives, appropriate clinical interventions and health and medical research, the 
Coalition recognises the importance of social determinants of health in improving outcomes, 
particularly for disadvantaged communities. The Coalition will continue to consider evidence 
and recommendations from a range of sources, including international organisations such as the 
World Health Organisation, to inform future policy.  

The Coalition continues to support a range of measures that address the social determinants of 
health to improve women’s health outcomes. The Coalition provides in-principle support for 
Closing the Gap initiatives to reduce the disparity of health outcomes for Indigenous women 
and girls. In particular, the Coalition strongly supports initiatives to improve school attendance, 
employment opportunities and appropriate housing options in remote Indigenous communities.  

The Coalition continues to strongly support evidence-based preventive health measures and 
screening initiatives including BreastScreen, cervical cancer screening and bowel cancer 
screening. The previous Coalition Government introduced the National Bowel Cancer Screening 
Programme and dramatically improved immunisation rates. These important measures not only 
greatly improve health outcomes and quality of life for women, but significantly alleviate the 
burden on our health system by preventing costly clinical interventions in the future.  

The Coalition also supports appropriate and effective drug and alcohol treatment programmes 
for women. Following the previous Coalition Government’s implementation of a Tough on Drugs 
policy in 1997, illicit drug use in Australia fell from 21.9 per cent in 1998 to 13.4 per cent. The 
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Coalition’s investment provided $1.6 billion for a range of measures to disrupt supply, reduce 
demand and provide treatment for people with a drug addiction problem. The Coalition’s 
approach addressed demand through education projects and community campaigns. This 
included a Schools Drug Strategy, community grants programs and the national dissemination of 
information to the general community, universities, health professionals and health care 
facilities. The Coalition continues to support appropriate demand and supply illicit drug 
reduction strategies for women.  
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