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Why Women's Health? ‘Why Indeed?” in 2006
By Kay Setches

Distinguished guests.

Thank you for inviting me to participate in this important and historic
gathering.

| thank Women's Health Victoria for initiating this important
conference.

In 1985 when asked by the then Minister for Health David White to
convene a working party, with a view to develop a Victorian Women’s
Heaith Policy, | and the other members of the working party were
determined to bring to the development of that policy the broadest
possible view of women’s health.

All of the W/Party, including those excellent women, Terry Jackson,
Rose Sorger and Bernadette O’Connell resolved to take into account
women’s social, economic, and working environment, as well as the
necessary medical and physiological aspects of women'’s lives.

That broad view, a social model of women'’s health which was quite
radical at the time, was adopted in the contents of the working party’s
discussion paper “Why Women'’s Health?” which was released in
December 1985, for community consultation.

o 4000 copies
e 344 questionnaires and 77 submissions
» representing a response from 7,000 women

¢ 45 face to face consultations ere held by the W/Party



The Discussion paper and consultation acted as a catalyst to raise
the debate among women on the issue of Women’s Health Services.

The discussion paper found that, WOMEN WERE THE MAJOR
USERES OF HEALTH SERVICES, AND THE MAJOR PROVIDERS
OF PAID AND UNPAID HEALTH CARE, THAT WOMEN’'S HEALTH
ISSUES WERE RARELY GIVEN PRIORITY IN TRAINING OR
RESEARCH, AND WERE MAINLY DIRECTED BY MEN.

The discussion paper also showed that the causes, patterns and
treatment of health and iliness, frequently differ between men and
women.

The working party canvassed the need for new policies and special
new health initiatives, which were women centred and women
operated.

It raised the questions:

e Are women getting what they need and want from the $2 1/4b
spent in Victoria each year on health services?

e \Were Victorian women having their health needs and
requirements met by existing generalist health services as they
were then directed and operated?

The working party, in examining the range of comments and
responses from women during the consultations showed the need for
the adoption of “a dual strategy” to provide separate women’s health
services run for and by women and accountable to women.

Because the majority of women were always expected to use
generalist health services this “dual strategy” would, over time,
influence existing health services to meet the needs of women which
are in most cases their major usersl!

Because of the staggering size of the job that the Working party
encountered in addressing this dual strategy, and my understanding
of the cyclical nature of Government budgets, we produced an urgent
Interim Report to the Minister of Health in time for the 1886/87
budget.



This report did not, could not document the full picture of women’s
health needs.

This report was never publicly released.

As history now shows, as a result of the interim report, the minister
allocated $400,000 in a full year to a women’s health information
service, plus $400,000 for the first women’s health service.

¢ Also the appointment of Victoria’s first women’s health adviser
- and
e \Women's health unit with 5 permanent positions in the H/Dept

¢ Most importantly the adviser reported to the Chief General
Manager AND the Minister.

* In addition, significant resources were directed to sexual assault
services. :

The working party recommended the establishment of 10 new health
services run for and by women

The establishment of these services to be completed by financial year
1991/1992

The working party’s final report contained the following principles

which should provide the framework for the future development of

women's health policy and health services

o Women should have equal access to all health services

e Policy and programs should give recognition to the different health
needs of women

e Women should be represented and able to participate equally in
decision making processes.

Most of the recommendations were accepted for implementation by
the Government.

In my view there is no separating the political from what occurs
around us.



It is my way to approach issues in a political manner.

| was not appointed the Chair of Why Women’s Health Consultation
because of my medical knowledge (which is minuscule compared to
any person here today.)

At the time | was the Chair of the State ALP Parliamentary Women'’s
Caucus and Chair of the State ALP Parliamentary Health Caucus

One of the main reasons | was made Chair was to find a political
solution to ensure that women’s health was placed front and centre
on the Cain Government’s political and health agenda in the lead up
to the 1988 State election.

The Women’s Caucus included great women like Joan Kirner,
Margaret Ray and Caroline Hogg who saw the development of a
women’s health policy as one of the major planks of the Govt Social
Justice Strategy.

| saw this was a great opportunity to work with women to bring about
a positive reform for women users of the Victorian health system.

It was also attractive to ensure that the Government in which | served
made a lasting and positive initiative for women'’s health.

| am a committed feminist Labor woman who had my own health
experiences that had informed my opinions about a social model of
women’s health.

The Minister, David White knew from our Interim Report that any
funding of WH was going to require major new funding.

John Cain Premier, wasn’t convinced of the need for a dedicated
women’s health program.

The funds for the WHP were urgently included in the forward
estimates for the state budget by David White.

New funding initiatives have to clear a number of hurdles.

One of the hurdles was John Cains red pen!



John used his red pen and removed the WHP allocation.
David White reinserted the allocation
John removed it again. They were at loggerheads!

| went to John Cain and appraised him of the urgent need for a WHP
and for the funding to be in the coming budget

He was not convinced or moved.

He said that the $2 1/4bill general health budget was enough —~ nothing
further was needed

This was 2 days from the delivery of the Government’s State Budget
by the Treasurer to the Parliament.

With dismay | advised David White as there was no funding in the
budget for the WHP, | would resign the Chair of the W/Party. (but not
my seat!)

| also told him | would issue a press release immediately the Budget
was delivered stating that | had resigned because | had let the
women of Victoria down and so had the Government.

[ knew this action would destroy my political career, however | was
deadly earnest. | was also terrified of the furore and dissension this
would cause.

David White acted quickly and decisively.

The health budget papers were puller from the printing press and re
printed with the WHP allocation included and the budget was
delivered with the first funding of a Victorian Women'’s Health
Program

This removed any reason for me to resign as Chair and | was
extremely happy that the program has been funded.



— David White re distributed money from the Health budget!
— New money was provided in the following years budget.

Who controls the money is always a hugely most important issue!

Twenty years is both a long time and a short time.

It is a short time to effectively change the whole medical scene in
Victoria to improve health services to better respond to women’s
needs

-However long enough for an assessment of positive changes that
has occurred and to organise to accelerate change.

The concentrated attack and cutbacks in the year's 1992/1998 on
public services was particularly brutal on health services.

However we fought on! We held on and many cases the services
grew and prospered- where they kept their funding!!

In 1986 | could only dream about having a well funded women’s
health program as there is now in Victoria :

e I'm advised that $8 million annually is spent on women’s health
services across Victoria.

e This is an increase of 46% since 1999

¢ This is out of a budget of $8 1/4b

» [n addition, the building and fitting out of a brand new Women'’s
Hospital

» National prevention programs such as Breastscreen

» Training of women doctors and specialists who were rare as hens
teeth 20 years ago.

» Improvements to understanding of women'’s health in training of
medical professionals.

So many improvements and gains have been won.
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