Scotland’s and Europe’s Women Working Together
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LtoR: Elspth Attwooll MEP, Lesley Sutherland and Marsha Scott 
Engender, in partnership with the European Parliament held this event to celebrate the links between women in Scotland and Europe and to discuss where women are on the European agenda and how we can learn from each other.

Lesley Sutherland from our Board opened the event and spoke about Scottish women’s involvement in Europe leading up to the European Women’s Lobby being formally established in 1990.  Scottish women had been involved in discussions prior to the setting up of the lobby since they knew very well the impact of legislation from Europe (e.g. Health and Safety, maternity and workers’ rights – which were being blocked by the Westminster govt at that time).  They were encouraged by the views and perspectives coming from Europe and recognised that women had to be in there!  They saw the EWL as a key vehicle to make real progress and Scottish women wanted their perspectives to be included.

Lesley then introduced Marsha Scott, Engender’s Convenor who represents the UK on the EWL.

Marsha said that what she found exciting was the amazing synergy between women in Scotland and women in Europe -  we have much to teach and much to learn.  Marsha thanked Elspeth for being here today and said she felt that the true value of this event will be apparent in the networking that will happen in the future.  Marsha went on to say that one of the reasons we have difficulty in selling the European perspective to women as something worthwhile to engage with is the complex nature of the Council of Europe and the very many groups, committees etc involved.  There tends to be confusion with who and what the different bodies are.  It is particularly difficult for younger women who may not have been around for the development of the different groups/bodies.

But it is so useful for us to think beyond Scotland and the UK and to appreciate that the political agenda here is affected by what is happening in Europe.  The personal is political, the decisions and changes we can make in our personal lives will impact the lives of our sisters, daughters and nieces.  Most of us as women have caring responsibilities, we experience the pay gap, the consequences of vaw etc. and these issues must be voiced at European level.
Young women and girls across Europe are growing up in environments where pornography is ever present.  Issues of caring are embedded in our lives and the ageing demographic is an intensely gendered issue, globally and certainly Europe-wide.  Equal pay is also a Euro-wide issue and the EWL is about to do a position paper on this.

We have to consider questions such as what is a cultural difference as opposed to a violation of Human Rights.  An example of this would be work in Portugal and Lithuania where there are fights to protect reproductive health rights (over the move to criminalise abortion).  It is easy to discount this as being something happening at a distance but the fact is that if someone gathers our voices it can make an enormous difference.  For instance, a simple act, such as the Engender  logo appearing in an advertisement in a magazine in Portugal as part of the campaign to safeguard abortion rights shows support and encouragement.

It is clear that the work done by women in Scotland has been very valuable to women in Europe, for example,  women from Estonia and Latvia are hoping to set up a women’s budget group and this has been influenced, in part, by the work of the Scottish Women’s Budget Group and others in Scotland.

The challenge is,  how do we bring newer, younger women in?  Undoubtedly the work with accession countries appears to have captured their young women’s enthusiasm and commitment but we must ensure that the young women of Scotland also see that what happens Europe affects us all.
When thinking about what Europe brings to Scotland, the work done in Sweden on violence against women comes to mind as an extremely progressive policy and one which we can learn from.  
Finally, the European Parliament has been and will continue to be a very supportive body for  women and whatever  your issue there is a way to get involved and it possible to give help and to get help. 
Marsha handed over to Elspeth Attwooll – one of our 2 women MEPs out of  seven.  Elspeth spoke of the good work that was being done by and for women in the E.U.   She felt that whatever criticisms may be levelled at the EU, women do have cause to applaud.  The E.U has shown  commitment to anti-discrimination and equality between women and men through  equal access to goods and services, the Roadmap for Gender Equality and continuing attempts to address the imbalance that exists.  This is not simply a ‘top down’ approach and the European Parliament is working to integrate men and women into all decisions taken (gender mainstreaming and gender budgeting, as well as an impact of needs for women and men).  It is vital that to enable us to cater for the different needs of women and men we must collect the necessary data and analyse it in light of the policy concerned, for example with the UK Women’s Budget Group – this work highlights imbalances.
However , Elspeth feels that there needs to be better allocation of resources including the investment in the education of girls.  Work needs to be done and we need to have the right people to do the work.
There are a number of interesting examples of gender mainstreaming in Europe, though it is not happening to the extent that it should be.  Gender mainstreaming is internalised into structural funding and there are 122 operational programmes in 9 member states (including the UK).

Elspeth welcomed the Women into Enterprise initiative by the City of Glasgow and praised the work done in Sweden to  support and encourage women entrepreneurs.

Elspeth also said that in terms of gender mainstreaming the E.U are good at analysing and setting objectives but not so strong when it comes to the allocation of resources and implementation. The European Social Fund project ‘Equal’ will end this year and despite all the really good work that the fund had supported, we need to ask how  well diffused are the concepts?  

Open floor questions and discussion
How can we interest and involve more young women?
Marsha answered that the problem for our young women is that they are labouring under the public myth that the gender box is ticked and that we have equality between women and men. 
Comments from the floor:

· This is not the case with some of the newer European countries where the young women are not labouring under that myth and bring a lot of enthusiasm and energy to the table. 
· There is perhaps not enough consultation with young women.
· We should acknowledge that we are, in the UK, years ahead in some areas.  Of note, a recent conference that took place in Berlin on lifelong learning considered advertising by using scantily clad young women.  
· There was also a lack of involvement of minority ethnic women and this should also be addressed
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What is the current situation with funding for women’s groups?

· The Gender Equality Duty (GED) could be a useful tool to ask for impact assessments re. spending in this area.  Especially since ring-fencing has now been removed.  

· Structural funds are more geared towards getting people into employment but there is not so much help to ensure the GED was being adhered to etc.
