Gender Equality in European Policies

Angra do Heroismo (Açores, Portugal), November 15-16, 2007

Stéphane COOLS,

Assembly of European Regions (AER)
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Senhoras e senhores,
E uma honra e um prazer imenso para mim estar hoje convosco nesta ilha Terceira, famosa no mundo inteiro pelo seu património arquitectónico e a sua rica história. Há já 22 anos que conheço as belezas naturais e culturais dos Açores, e é sempre muito bom voltar aqui. Angra tem um lugar de honra na história de Portugal e dos descobrimentos portugueses: fica entre o continente e o Brasil; as palmeiras, as águas azuis, as ruas e os edifícios antigos têm muitas semelhanças com Parati, Olinda e outras cidades históricas do Novo Mundo. 

O meu nome é Stéphane COOLS e trabalho para a Assembleia das Regiões da Europa em Bruxelas. Embora eu goste muito da língua de Camões, vai ser mais fácil se eu fizer a minha apresentação em inglês. Então,…
Slide 2
Ladies and Gentlemen,

I don´t know how familiar you are with the Assembly of European Regions. Both the Azores and Madeira are active members of our organization. Please allow me to start with a short presentation of the AER:
- The AER is an independent network of European regions, 
founded in 1985 in Wallonia, Belgium. Its head office is based in Strasburg, France.

-The AER is the largest interregional co-operation organization in Europe.

- It has more than 250 member regions from 32 countries, from the Azores to Tatarstan, and from Sicily to Norrbotten, beyond the North Pole. It therefore extends beyond the European Union.
- It also has 14 interregional organizations as members, such as the Association of Border Regions or the Association of Wine-growing regions.
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Our Mission could be summed up as follows:
The AER is: 


- the political voice of the regions ;

- the key partner for the European and international institutions (such as the Council of Europe) on the core issues of regional competence

The AER promotes subsidiarity and democratic regional structures and enables the regions to form the essential link between Europe and its citizens. The AER therefore organizes Citizens´Forum across Europe (1st one was in Debrecen, HU).
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The AER Vision of Europe and its regions can be described as follows:
“A Europe in which… 
· Regions are recognized as pillars of democracy and key partners in the European project;

· (A Europe in which) Regional governance results in greater autonomy, legitimacy and efficiency 
· (A Europe in which) Exchange of experience between regions contributes to better mutual understanding”
When reading this, you will easily understand why the Azores, for instance, are a member of the AER.
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The AER Key Objectives are the following: 

- To promote the concept of regional democracy and subsidiarity in Europe
- To promote and lobby for the interests of regional government at the national, European and international levels


- To promote excellence and develop leadership in regional governance 

- To support regional co-operation in Europe (such as the Eurodyssey Program, a Youth Exchange program created nearly 25 years ago, 10 years before the better-known Leonardo da Vinci which it inspired. The Azores are now in charge of the Presidency of this program, and in 2007 there were some 40 young Azoreans aged between 18 and 30 who went to France, Spain, Romania or Norway to undertake a 3-to-7-month internship in either a foreign company with a big name such as Peugeot or Musée du Louvres in Paris, or in a lesser-known SME with expertise in its own field).
- And finally: To promote regional diversity in Europe
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Let me mention quickly the Main Values of the AER:

- Democratic accountability and transparency: this means that the AER is a democratic organization, which actively promotes democratic values, including freedom of choice, accountability and transparency;

- Regionalism and subsidiarity: this means that all those activities best carried out at the regional level should be under the control of regional politicians;
- Innovation and excellence: this means that we always strive to innovate rather than just react to the circumstances around us. We strive to develop excellence in all we do: Innovation awards were, for instance, awarded last week, at the AER General Assembly. Among them, the RUSINET project of the Comunitat Valenciana (Spain), which is a “Regional University-Industry Strategies Network” applying the best practices of cooperation between universities and industry to support the development of regions throughout Europe.
- And finally Equality in diversity : this means that the AER demonstrates respect for political, ethnic and cultural diversity
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A very short sentence on our Statutory Bodies. Our President is Riccardo Illy, President of Friuli Venezia Giulia. Our Vice-President is Michèle 
Sabban, Vice-President of Ile-de-France and President of our Working Group on Equal Opportunities b/w Women and Men, which leads me to today´s topic.
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The AER has 3 committees debated and cooperating on a series of issues. Just to mention them:
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Committee 1 works on topics linked to the Economy & Regional Development, such as regional airports, tourism and rural development.
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Committee 3 deals with culture, education and Interregional co-operation.
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Committee 2 deals with Social Policy & Public Health. If I swapped Committee 2 and Committee 3, it is only because Equal Opportunities between Women and Men are dealt within Committee 2.
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Our working group on Equal Opportunities met twice in 2007, in Brussels (BE) and in Timisoara (RO). We generally have between 50 and 80 participants, representing around 30 regions from over 20 countries. Our positions are then adopted by the AER General Assembly and its 250 member regions.

Besides expressing opinions sent out to EU Parliamentarians and Commissioners, or national and regional politicians, we inform our regions on Equal opportunities policies and projects, inviting experts such as the European Women Lobby to present their work in this area of expertise. Regions also exchange best practices and build projects together. In order to make our meetings more lively, we also visit women’s associations on the ground, as we did this year.
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As far as Equal Opportunities between Women and Men are concerned, the AER Priorities on Gender Equality, as already expressed in the Barcelona Manifesto in 2002, are the following:
I. Democracy in European Regions must be grounded in parity: this means that, as Women represent roughly 50% of our population, 50% of regional elected politicians should be women. Up to now, this has been achieved in Scandinavia and in France, thanks to a law voted in 2000. In the Azores, if my information are correct, this figure is down to 17,3% in the Assembleia Legislativa in Horta.
II. the Elimination of gender related stereotypes in society, which, as you are aware of, are the basic foundation of misogyny and homophobia.
III. The achievement of equal economic independence for men and women

And 

IV. the eradication of sex-related violence and trafficking in human beings

I will dwell longer on those priorities in a moment, as you´ll all be very happy to hear that these AER priorities were taken into account by the EU Commission when the Roadmap for Equality between Women and Men 2006-2010 was drafted. This is due, of course, to the lobbying effort not only of the AER, but also of the European Women´s Lobby and many other women´s organizations. 
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It is a fact that Gender equality is a fundamental right and a common value of the EU. It is regarded by the Commission as a necessary condition for the achievement of the EU objectives of growth, employment and social cohesion. The EU has made significant progress in achieving gender equality, thanks to equal treatment legislation, gender mainstreaming and specific measures for the advancement of women, as well as action programs. All were made possible through social dialogue and dialogue with civil society.
Although many women have attained the highest levels of education, entered the labor market and become important players in public life, many inequalities remain, as figures I will give you in a moment will showcase. Women might for instance be obliged to choose between having children or a career, due to the lack of flexible working arrangements and care services; the persistence of gender stereotypes, and an unequal share of family responsibilities with men, are also areas where progress should be made. 

The European Union therefore remains an important partner in the global effort to promote gender equality. It´s key objective is to eliminate inequalities and promote gender equality throughout the European Community in accordance to the Treaties. It therefore takes a comprehensive approach of equality between women and men. That approach includes:
· Legislation : the legal-basis documents can be found in the EC Treaty, the Community Framework Strategy on Gender Equality and the Roadmap for equality between women and men 2006-2010, about which I´ll speak soon. Among the directives that were produced in the area of employment, social security and goods and services, let´s mention the one on «Equal Treatment in employment and occupation, including equal pay» or the one on «Pregnant workers and parental leave»

· Gender Mainstreaming, which is the integration of the gender perspective into every stage of policy processes – design, implementation, monitoring and evaluation – with a view to promoting equality between women and men. It means assessing how policies impact on the life and position of both women and men – and taking responsibility to re-address them if necessary. This is the way to make gender equality a concrete reality in the lives of women and men. 
· Positive actions and Financial support: there are actions programs that provide financial support with three main objectives: awareness raising, analysis and evaluation and capacity building. Financial support is also given to European networks to promote gender equality.
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Within the European Commission, Equal Opportunities between Women and Men are dealt with within the Employment, Social Affairs & Equal Opportunities Directorate-General. The DG is assisted in its task, among others, by an Advisory Committee and a High Level Group of senior Member State officials.

There are two Units within the DG are especially in charge of Gender Equality issues: 
1) The "Equal Opportunities for Women and Men:  Strategy and Program" Unit

This Unit coordinates gender mainstreaming and assists other services of the 
Commission to gender mainstream their policies. This means integrating the 
gender equality objective into all Community policies.

It also prepared the policy roadmap on gender equality about which I’ll talk 
later, and deals with action programs providing financial support. 
Since 2003, it prepares a yearly report.

2) The "Equality of treatment between Women and Men: Legal Questions" Unit

This Unit ensures the effective transposition and implementation of 
Community legislation and initiates new legislative proposals if necessary. 
Of course, the Commission cannot alone achieve these objectives, as in many areas the center of gravity for action lies at Member State level. 
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Gender equality can only be achieved with a clear commitment at the highest political level. In 2006, a number of important decisions were taken:
- Decided upon in Mid-2005, the European Institute for Gender Equality’s regulation was adopted in December 2006, and it will open its doors in Vilnius in early 2008. It will provide expertise, carrying out surveys on the situation of gender equality in Europe, improving knowledge and heightening visibility on gender equality. Its director is being hired as we speak and his or her name should be disclosed very soon.  Its budget will amount to 52.5 millions of EUR for this period, i.e. until 2013.
- The Roadmap for equality between women and men 2006-2010 was adopted on March 1, 2006. In this document, the Commission defined its priorities and its framework of action for promoting equality in the period to 2010, thus continuing its task of promoting gender equality and ensuring that all its policies contribute to that objective. The Roadmap represents the Commission's commitment to continuing and intensifying its actions in this area. 

- The European Pact for Gender Equality was approved by Member States at the European Council of March 23-24, 2006. The Pact demonstrates the Member States' determination to implement policies aimed at promoting the employment of women and guaranteeing a better balance between professional and private life in order to meet the challenges of demographic change. In this context, for instance, it would appear essential to develop childcare services.

- The PROGRESS program contains a section dedicated to gender equality which will support the implementation of Community policy on equality between women and men in the areas of employment and social solidarity. Besides, the gender perspective has been integrated in all actions of the Structural Funds for the period 2007-2013.
Slide 17
As I mentioned earlier, the Roadmap for equality between women and men 2006-2010 is an important document which meets the AER priorities. Its 6 priority areas for EU action on gender equality are the following: 

I. 
Equal economic independence for women and men;

II.
Reconciliation of private and professional life;

III.
Equal representation in decision-making;

IV. 
Eradication of all forms of gender-based violence;

V. 
Elimination of gender stereotypes;

VI. 
Promotion of gender equality in external and development policies.

As you can see, the AER priorities are met in points 1, 3, 4 and 5. We, of course, support points 2 and 6. Actually, the AER has already been active in promoting gender equality outside the EU, notably in Croatia and Ukraine. Furthermore, the AER launched last month in Timisoara its AER Observatory on Migrant Women, about which I’ll give you more information in a minute.
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Let me first of all give you some information about the current situation and especially the areas we need to work on. We could spend a whole day on this subject, but within the timeslot at my disposal, let me stress out the following in the field of Economic independence and Decision-making:
As far as Reaching the Lisbon employment targets are concerned, we are getting closer: the employment of women has continued to make solid advances in recent years. In 2005, the rate of female employment rose for the twelfth consecutive year, to stand at 56.3%, i.e. 2.7 points above its 2000 level (53.6%), compared with a 0.1 point rise in the rate of male employment (71.3% instead of 71.2%). If this favorable trend continues, the Lisbon objective of 60% female employment by 2010 will be attained. That should not obscure the clearly unfavorable situation of women on the labor market in relation to men. Major gaps remain, and they are always to women's disadvantage. Labor market segregation and inequalities in working arrangements are proving to be persistent, and this is reflected in a significant and stable gender pay gap. Despite EU legislation on equal pay, women still earn 15% less than men. 
Regarding decision-making in the economic sphere, women's share among managers in enterprises and administrations was 32% in 2005.  The management boards of the 50 biggest listed European companies had only one woman for every ten men.

Furthermore, women members of disadvantaged groups are often worse off than their male counterparts. The situation of ethnic minority and immigrant women is emblematic. They often suffer from double discrimination. This requires the promotion of gender equality in migration and integration policies in order to ensure women's rights and civic participation. In this field, the AER wants to be active with it AEROMW.
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Women are also facing difficulties in reconciling their professional and private lives. The unequal division of domestic and family responsibilities remain very marked. More affordable and accessible child care facilities are necessary. It is striking that the rate of employment of women between the ages of 20 and 49 falls by 15 points when they have a child, while that of men increases by six points. Moreover, increasing demands for labor flexibility are having a disproportionately large impact on women. Almost one-third of women work part-time (32.9% in 2006), compared with just 7.7% of men.
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There continues to be an imbalance between women and men in decision-making positions, both in the political and economic spheres. 
In the European Parliament, the proportion of women is 33%. It is only 24% on average in national Parliaments. This share exceeds 30% in Germany, Austria, Spain and Belgium and 40% in Finland, the Netherlands, Denmark and Sweden. However, it was below 15% in Greece, France, Slovenia, Ireland and Romania and did not exceed 10% in Malta and Hungary. 
The Commission promotes gender equality within its own ranks: However, there are only 8 women out of the 27 European Commissioners and only 9 women out of 74 Directors general and Deputy Directors general!!
I won´t dwell on economic decision-making, which I have just spoken about in a previous slide.
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On the following slide, we have an overview of the situation in a number of countries. Please note where Portugal, the Azores and the AER are located. We all have some work to do to make those figures change.  Also note that there is no North South divide: Spain does amazingly well, the UK has less than Portugal. You might note that the AER has also some work to do...
If I would have had more time, it would have dwelled more on these topics, and I welcome you all, if interested, to join us in the AER working group on Equal Opportunities to further discuss this. 
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We all came here today because of the European Year of Equal Opportunities for all. You all know about it, how it seeks to make people in the European Union more aware of their rights to equal treatment and to a life free of discrimination - irrespective of gender, racial or ethnic origin, religion or belief, disability, age and sexual orientation. 
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A series of activities are being organized across Europe around four 4 objectives:
1) Rights – Raising awareness on the right to equality and non-discrimination and on the problem of multiple discrimination
2) Representation – Stimulating debate on ways to increase the participation of groups in society which are victims of discrimination and a balanced participation of men and women 

3) Recognition – facilitating and celebrating diversity and equality 
4) Respect – Promoting a more cohesive society 
At national level, those activities are identified and implemented by the National Implementing Bodies (NIBs) designated by the participating countries. 
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In Romania, the NIB in charge of implementing the program was the Agentia Nationala pentru Egalitatea de Sanse (ANES).
Mrs. Sorina VLAS, State Secretary and President of ANES, came to our Conference in Timisoara last October, to explain us what was achieved in Romania this year. This report is available on the AER website : it is full of interesting figures and outlines the main problems faced in Romania as far as gender equality is concerned. It also gives a full report of the activities held in Romania this year. But let me give you a quick overview.
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Among the main problems encountered in Romania, we find the usual sexist stereotypes in society: a woman is supposed to stay home and to take care of the kitchen and the children, while her husband will provide for her needs. However, almost 50% of Romanian women do work, but 80% of them are stuck in low-paid jobs.
The representation of women in politics and the administration at managerial level is also quite low: only 10% of parliamentarians, 9.4% of senators, 7% of prefects are women. In the Ministeries, 38% of managerial positions are occupied by women, but in local administrations, the figures fall to 20%.
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Among the activities organized by the ANES this year, on top of publishing brochures and having posters in the streets, let me mention:

· A round table with the mass-media – to help increase awareness in a sector which has a great impact on society.  TV programs featuring sensible characters, be they women, migrants or gays, contribute greatly in the changes of perception one might have of the particular group.

· A seminar for spiritual leaders – the Orthodox church has gained a lot of power in recent years in Romania. This seminar was aiming at promoting respect for all and to involve priests and spiritual leaders in supporting equal opportunities for all. This is, you will easily understand, a very good initiative, as religious extremism often promotes positions where women and other minorities are considered inferior.
· Competition for High-School Students – This artistic competition, that will be displayed in 13 cities, had 76 boys and girls express themselves on the topic «how to promote diversity in society». A girl won the competition.
· Saptamina Diversitatii – A week-long festival was held this summer in the resort city of Mamaia on the Black Sea. In August, the coast is packed with tourists, and this year they could, among other activities, taste food and attend free shows featuring traditional dances from minority groups, or attend films and plays dealing with homosexuality.
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I was telling you earlier about Migrant Women who are victims of a double discrimination. In Timisoara, the AER decided to act !, and there is no better time than this Year of Equal Opportunities for all to do something for Migrant Women, who often suffer from gender-based violence, such as forced prostitution, genital mutilation, early and forced marriages or honor crimes.
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That is why the AER’s contribution to this year and for the years to come will be its Observatory on Migrant Women, officially launched in Timisoara by President Michele SABBAM. This Observatory will mainly consist of a Web Portal and Expert Network on Migrant Women, meant to become a hub of knowledge where people can find answers to their questions, whether by learning from the experiences showcased or by asking questions to the network of experts.

It will also allow partners to meet in order to develop and implement projects, whether financed or not by the European Union, to help migrant women.

In the wake of the AER Observatory on Migrant Women, a seminar (hopefully to be followed by a series of seminars) on micro-credit for women will be organized, most probably within the framework of a working meeting of the group in order to benefit from interpretation facilities. This seminar will allow AER members to collaborate with NGOs specialized in that field. Subsequent training seminars could also be organized, as well as field trips in order to meet associations managing projects in the regions.

An AER award for project recognition will also be created. It will reward a woman who has been successful in using micro-credit. Apart from the formal recognition of her accomplishment, she will be invited to present her work to the AER during a Conference on Equal Opportunities or at the seminar(s) on micro-credit. Her travel and accommodation costs will be covered by the AER.

As this project is linked to the AEROMW, migrant women will receive the most of the attention; however, indigenous women will also be taken into consideration for this award.
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I would like to thank you for your attention. For further information, do not hesitate to visit one of the following Web Sites.
Muito obrigado pela atenção.
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