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1975 marked International Women’s Year, or, in the sexist words of one newspaper, ‘The year of 
the bird’. In 1974 Cabinet had approved $2 million for IWY activities. The aim of the IWY 
program was ambitious: to change public attitudes towards women in Australian society. The 
Prime Minister took responsibility for the International Women’s Year program and a National 
Advisory Committee provided recommendations on grants. A further $1.3 million was provided 
in 1975. Some members of Cabinet pointed out that this expenditure was being held up as an 
example of unnecessary government spending [A5915, 1818, Ad Hoc Committee report]. 
Melbourne’s The Age newspaper ran the headline, ‘$2 Million for the Sheilas: Surprisingly It’s Not 
a Joke’. 

The Government provided grants for projects that promoted attitudinal change and encouraged 
women’s creativity. Elizabeth Reid, Adviser to the Prime Minister on Women’s Affairs, argued 
that the grants should not be used to fund programs, such as refuges and health centres, that 
were properly the responsibility of other government agencies, a stand criticised by some in the 
women’s movement. In Submission 1818, the Prime Minister requested $2.5 million for funding 
conferences; assistance to individuals, community groups and government agencies; and a 
community awareness program. 

Elizabeth Reid and Margaret Whitlam attended the United Nations World Conference of the 
International Women's Year in Mexico at which Australia was praised for its progressive reforms 
in areas such as equal pay and family law. The Government hosted a national conference on 
‘Women and Politics’ in Canberra in September. The conference featured demonstrations by 
Indigenous women critical of their lack of representation, Labor women bearing placards 
attacking Whitlam over the Government’s policy on East Timor, and some attendees dressed in 
men’s suits in response to invitations stipulating ‘lounge suits’. The media, already critical of 
Reid, had a field day. In the fallout, the proposed seminar on women and the media was 
cancelled and Reid resigned, disillusioned at a decision by John Menadue to shift her influential 
position within the Office of the Prime Minister to the Department of the Prime Minister and 
Cabinet. She had been criticised by the media and conservatives — and sometimes by the 
women’s movement — since her appointment in 1973. 
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Submission 1818, ‘International Women’s Year’ [A5915, 1818] 
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Submission 1818 cont’d 
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Submission 1818 cont’d 
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Submission 1818 cont’d 
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Report of the Ad Hoc Committee on Budget Expenditures on Submission 1818 
[A5915, 1818] 
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Report cont’d 
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Decision 3796 on Submission 1818 [A5915, 1818] 

 

 

 




