Expanding parental leave policies decks bizcon—empirics
Michael White 5. political editor, “Business withdraws its backing for increase in paid parental leave,” The Guardian; 23 Dec 2005; ; // nooodless
The government yesterday rejected claims by business leaders that it had reneged on a deal to help firms cope with the administrative burdens of expanded parental leave. Sir Digby Jones, the director-general of the Confederation of British Industry, withdrew earlier support for an increase in paid parental leave and greater flexibility in the system which would allow fathers to take over some of the paid leave previously given only to mothers. He said business confidence was undermined when Gordon Brown, the chancellor, announced he was dropping what the CBI calls a "key element" and would not give employers the option of handing administration of statutory maternity pay to HM Revenue and Customs. In a letter to Alan Johnson, the trade and industry secretary, which was obtained by the Financial Times, Sir Digby complained: "Given that the burdens on employers will now not be compensated through adequate additional support, I regret the CBI can no longer support your proposals." Sir Digby argued that the CBI had backed extending paid maternity leave from six to nine months - subject to passage of the work and families bill - from April 2007 as "part of a package that also offered a real reduction of the administrative burden on employers". Last night a DTI statement said that it was simplifying the system to help businesses - smaller ones find such costs onerous - as part of a wider plan to cut £1bn worth of unneeded regulation. The Treasury's reaction was even sharper. What the CBI had interpreted as a clear policy of transferring the scheme to Revenue and Customs had been no more than an option being examined. Officials backed off when they found that it would cost £75m to set up such a central scheme and £50m to run it. The Treasury stance is reinforced by the claim that the offsetting savings to industry through such a scheme would be barely £1m a year, only £400,000 of that saved by small and medium-sized firms whose costs are most vulnerable to government-imposed paperwork of all kinds. The Federation of Small Businesses complained this week that the hidden costs of family leave included the finding and training of replacement staff. The hotel trade was especially vulnerable and the "administrative nightmare" of new rights brought fresh burdens. Labour has become increasingly sensitive to family-friendly issues since coming to office in 1997 and was rewarded by a slow acknowledgement among Conservative politicians that they have some catching up to do. David Cameron's accession to the Tory leadership has accentuated that trend, though Mr Cameron is also trying to court the CBI which has made itself much more amenable to a government of the centre left under Sir Digby and his predecessor, Adair Turner, now Lord Turner, author of the recent pensions report. Ministers argue that a modern economy needs to address work/life issue in a fair and flexible way that encourages women to have children, see them properly cared for and to return with their skills to the workplace, either full- or part-time. They point to the success of the national minimum wage introduced gradually since 1997 with a high degree of consensus, as proof that employers can both cope with and benefit from such innovations. In the same spirit flexible working rights for carers of adults are also part of the work and families bill. According to government statistics only 9,000 to 16,000 of the 600,000 new fathers each year will take up additional paternity leave. But the option stresses the importance of their role in the raising of children in an era of family break-up. 
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