17 March 2011
The Hon. David Cameron MP
Prime Minister, First Lord of the Treasury and
Minister for the Civil Service

Dear Prime Minister,
We would like to express our deep concern at reports that the Government will remove the
obligation on employers of fewer than 10 staff to comply with current maternity and paternity
leave arrangements.
Under the proposed arrangements, many new mothers and fathers will miss out on maternity
and paternity leave. We do not accept that permitting individual employees to negotiate directly
with their employers on this question will result in satisfactory leave arrangements. In an
environment of rising unemployment and widespread pregnancy discrimination, employees are
in a very weak negotiating position.
Maternity and paternity leave are fundamental rights for parents. These rights enable women
and men to balance their family and work responsibilities and remain in the workforce during
their childbearing years.
Statutory leave is essential to reducing the rates of pregnancy discrimination. Research from
2005 found that half of all pregnant women and new mothers experience some form of
pregnancy discrimination and 30 000 women each year lose their jobs1. Advice services, law
firms and trade unions have reported significant increases in the rate of pregnancy
discrimination since the onset of the recession2.
Legislated maternity and paternity leave are of central importance in overcoming gender
inequalities in paid work and in caring roles. Taking time off for caring responsibilities remains a
key factor in the persistent gender pay gap3. The introduction of Additional Paternity Leave
provides an important step towards gender equity in the division of caring responsibilities.
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Maternity and paternity leave were originally introduced as health and safety measures and the
health benefits are well-documented. The Marmot Review of socio-economic determinants of
health found that paid parental leave is associated with better maternal and child health
including lower rates of maternal depression, lower rates of infant mortality, fewer low birthweight babies, more breast-feeding and more use of preventative healthcare4. The Marmot
Review identified improvements in parental leave as a priority for overcoming health
inequalities.
Maternity leave is of particular importance in promoting breastfeeding. Return to work is a
major reason for women ceasing breastfeeding and women taking shorter periods of leave are
more likely to cease breastfeeding earlier5. Over their lifetime, breastfed babies have reduced
rates of many infectious and immunological diseases, reduced rates of some cancers, better
cardiovascular health and reduced rates of obesity. Mothers who breastfeed have reduced
rates of breast and ovarian cancer6.
Maternity and paternity leave are associated with achieving better child development outcomes.
For this reason, the Graham Allen review of early intervention has recommended moving
towards the significantly more generous maternity and paternity leave and pay arrangements
provided in Sweden7.
Parents who are not entitled to maternity or paternity leave are forced to choose between
remaining in their job or caring for their children. This has long term impacts on family income
and workforce participation. In the current difficult employment market, parents who choose to
take time off to care for their children risk ending up long term unemployed.
We do not think it appropriate to exempt any employers from current statutory obligations to
provide maternity and paternity leave. The needs of parents and their children do not vary with
the size of their employer’s business. We recognize that employers with fewer than 10 staff
may not have ready access to human resources expertise and may be uncertain of their
obligations towards employees who are pregnant or new parents. We would encourage the
Government to consider strategies to provide them with useful guidance and hands-on support
in order to bridge this knowledge gap.
We ask that the Government reconsiders plans to remove the statutory maternity and paternity
leave entitlements of employees of smaller businesses. This would result in serious and
potentially long term negative impacts on mothers, fathers and their children at a time when
many families are already under stress.
In response to the public interest in this issue, the contents of this letter will be made public.

4

Fair Society, Health Lives, The Marmot Review: Strategic Review of Health Inequalities in England Post 2010, 2010
K. Bolling, C. Grant, B. Hamlyn & A. Thornton, 2007, Infant feeding survey 2005
6
World Health Organisation, 2009, Infant and young child feeding
7
Early intervention: the next steps, 2011
5

Signed by

Rosalind Bragg, Director, Maternity Action, on behalf of
Andy Cole, Chief Executive, Bliss
Alison Garnham, Chief Executive, Child Poverty Action Group
Professor Margaret O'Brien, Co-Director, Centre for Research on the Child and the Family
Mary-Ann Stephenson, Chair, Coventry Women's Voices
Dr Katharine Rake OBE, Chief Executive Officer, Family and Parenting Institute
Jeremy Todd, Chief Executive, Family Lives
Dr Cathy Ashley, Chief Executive, Family Rights Group
Rob Williams, Chief Executive, Fatherhood Institute
Anna Bird, Acting Chief Executive, Fawcett Society
Naana Otoo-Oyortey MBE, Executive Director, FORWARD
Fiona Weir, Chief Executive, Gingerbread
Sarah Wellard, Policy and Research Manager, Grandparents Plus
Vicky Carne, Head of Midwifery, MIDIRS
Reg Bailey, Chief Executive, Mothers' Union
Belinda Phipps, Chief Executive, National Childbirth Trust (NCT)
Barbara Hearn, Deputy Chief Executive, National Children's Bureau (NCB)
Rebecca Gill, Director of Policy, Research and Campaigns, Platform 51
Elisabeth Crafer, Director, Positively UK
Angie Conroy, Policy Officer, Rape Crisis
Professor Cathy Warwick CBE, General Secretary, Royal College of Midwives (RCM)
Sharon Greene, National Women's Officer, UNISON
Diana Holland, Assistant General Secretary - Transport, Equalities, Food and Agriculture, UNITE
Marcia Lewinson, Chief Executive, Women Acting In Today's Society
Vivienne Hayes, Chief Executive, Women's Resource Centre
Sarah Jackson OBE, Chief Executive, Working Families

cc.
Rt. Hon. Nick Clegg MP, Deputy Prime Minister and Lord President of the Council
Rt. Hon. George Osborne MP, Chancellor of the Exchequer
Rt. Hon. Dr Vincent Cable MP, Secretary of State for Business, Innovation and Skills
Rt. Hon. Theresa May MP, Minister for Women and Equalities
Rt. Hon. Mark Prisk MP, Minister of State for Business and Enterprise
Rt. Hon. Andrew Lansley CBE MP, Secretary of State for Health
Rt. Hon. Sarah Teather MP, Minister of State for Children and Families

Correspondence to:
Rosalind Bragg
Director
Maternity Action
52-54 Featherstone Street
London EC1Y 8RT

