Presentation to Congress

I am delighted to have the opportunity to speak at the Congress women’s seminar on the theme of the impact of the recession on gender equality.  I have to preface my presentation with a health warning.  Some of my analysis will of necessity be speculative as it is too early to know exactly what impact the recession will have on gender equality.  

What was women’s labour market situation prior to the recession?  As you are all aware, there was a strong increase in female labour force participation over the period of the boom.  Furthermore, women entered a much wider range of jobs than ever before.  According to Central Statistics Office (CSO) figures, the number of women working in the professions rose sharply from 75,200 women in 1999 to 116,300 in 2006.  The professions became almost gender balanced with 119,800 men characterised as professionals in 2006.  Secondly, Ireland achieved one of the highest proportions of women working in industrial research among EU Member States.  Women accounted for 28% of industrial researchers in Ireland in 2001 by comparison with an EU 15 average of 15%.  

In addition, women began to achieve career progression in greater numbers than ever before.  To highlight one example – the European Commission Report on Equality between Women and Men 2007 indicated that 30.2% of all managers in Ireland in 2005 were women, a 4% increase in 5 years.  Women’s successes in employment were underpinned by the exceptional educational performance of female students over the past decade and by the higher educational attainment of women overall.  The Higher Education Authority (HEA) reported that female students constituted 59% of all entrants to third level education in the 2006/2007 academic year.  Similarly, the HEA’s analysis of the 2006 Leaving Certificate results indicated that female students formed the majority of those securing places on high points university courses in areas such as law, medicine, science and business.  Its analysis of 2006 graduates confirmed that female graduates got better degrees in 2006 than their male equivalents and were more likely to get into employment.

However, the gender pay gap still remained an issue for women notwithstanding their higher educational attainments and their increased career progression.  The CSO’s National Employment Survey 2006, issued last year, indicated that female average hourly earnings were 86.2% of those of men.  Men earned on average €20.50 an hour while women earned on average €17.67.  The difference was smallest in the hotels and restaurants sector, in which the majority of workers are women.  Women earned 92% of male earnings in that sector.  Women earned €11.97 per hour while men earned €13.01.  The difference in earnings was greatest in the financial sector, with women earning only 72% of male earnings.  In that sector, men earned on average €28.95 an hour while women earned on average €20.22 per hour.    

The fact that women tend to take a hugely unequal share of caring responsibilities in Ireland and to take more time than men out of the workforce to undertake caring work is often seen as the major reason for the gender pay gap in Ireland.  However, it is important not to attribute the gender pay gap solely to the impact of caring.  Women tend to be viewed differently by their employers and to be paid less than men regardless of whether they have caring responsibilities.  The Graduate Follow-Up Survey 2004, for instance, tracked male and female graduates who had entered the workforce in 2002 and who would not generally have had caring responsibilities.  The survey found a significant gap in the salaries of those employed in the private sector, with women earning 8.2% less per hour on average than men.  A higher proportion of men than women had received bonuses from their employers in the previous 12 months (42% of men as compared to 32% of women).  Furthermore, the value of bonuses received was approximately 25% higher among men.  Differences were apparent even in public sector employment, with men more likely than women to have pension entitlements.          

So what impact is the recession likely to have on women’s participation in the labour market?  The most obvious impact is the spectre of unemployment and redundancy.  The female labour force participation rate has now declined from 54.5% to 53.7% according to the CSO’s live register figures for February 2009.  The February figures indicate that 8,572 women lost their jobs in February and that there are now 115,128 women unemployed in the Republic, 26,057 of whom are under 25.  However, fewer women have lost their jobs than men at this stage, in part because the collapse of the construction sector has had a much more severe impact on men’s employment possibilities than on that of women.  The CSO’s February 2009 figures, for instance, indicate that the male unemployment figure rose by 18,004 in February and that there are now 239,309 men on the live register, 49,930 of whom are under 25.  While women are losing their jobs at a slower rate than men at the moment, most commentators fear that job losses will begin to spread out into more sectors and will start to affect women at the same rate as men.  Women workers in the retail and hospitality sectors may be particularly vulnerable over the next months.

If more men than women continue to lose their jobs, what impact is that likely to have in terms of gender equality?  It is too early to predict the impact in terms of possible policy change.  However, I think, based on past experience, that we can expect that training resources will be concentrated on those who have recently become unemployed to try to prevent them becoming long-term unemployed, with all of the barriers that long-term unemployed people face in terms of access to the labour market.  
In a situation of fierce competition for scarce resources, it is likely that certain categories of women who currently experience labour market disadvantage may find themselves further marginalised in the process.  One group that will be particularly disadvantaged is lone parents.  Even before the recession, lone parents had much lower employment rates than other parents.  Census 2006, for instances, indicates that in 2006 only 54% of lone parents were in employment by comparison with 74% of other parents.   Furthermore, lone parents tend to have lower levels of educational attainment than other parents.  According to Census 2006, 13% of lone parents had completed primary level education only by comparison with 8% of other parents.  Similarly, 63% of lone parents had completed second-level education only compared to 57% of other parents.   It is likely that lone parents will experience significant labour market disadvantage over the coming period in view of their lower than average educational attainments and the absence of affordable childcare.  Furthermore, notwithstanding the activation pressure on lone parents to move into employment, it is unlikely that dedicated training resources will be available to support sufficient numbers of lone parents into sustainable employment.  Any cuts in funding for Community Employment, of course, will also impact disproportionately on lone parents who form the majority of those on CE because of its flexibility in terms of enabling lone parents to juggle employment and their childcare responsibilities.  In this situation, it can be expected that lone parents’ risk of poverty will worsen.  Already, in 2005, the EU’s SILC Survey indicated that 24.7% of female lone parent headed households were at risk of consistent poverty.  Further worsening of this statistic will mean that significant numbers of women and children will experience poverty over the coming period.

Another group that I think will lose out badly in the current situation is older women who would have hoped to re-enter the labour market after a period working in the home.  The boom created employment opportunities which enabled women returners to return to the labour market in much greater numbers than ever before.  In a very tight labour market, however, there are likely to be poorer than average employment opportunities for older women returners as older women tend on average to have poorer educational attainments than their younger counterparts.  If women returners, particularly older women returners, find it ever more difficult to access employment, this will have a further negative impact on their pension situation.  Already the Pensions Board has highlighted women’s poor pension coverage.  The Pensions Board has indicated that only 50.6% of women have pension coverage compared with 58.3% of men.  Their poorer pension coverage stems largely from the fact that women tend to take time out of the workforce to care for their children and that older women in particular tend to have spent large periods of time engaged in unpaid caring work.  As women tend to live longer on average than men, it is likely that older women will continue to experience a high risk of poverty in old age because of the absence of adequate pension coverage.

If current trends continue in terms of higher rates of male unemployment and if women’s share of the labour market increases, will that change the labour market?  John Fitzgerald, speaking at the launch of the Equality Authority’s Strategic Plan on Wednesday last, predicted that the workplace of the future would change and that employers would become more prepared to accept flexible working arrangements as the norm.  The Equality Authority has consistently argued that flexible working arrangements for all workers and supports to encourage a greater share of caring responsibilities between men and women are critical factors in achieving gender equality in the workplace as well as in the home.  However, in the short-term, the Equality Authority’s experience in operating a support scheme for SMEs to encourage them to design and implement work-life balance policies and arrangements suitable for their workers suggests that the recession is having a negative impact on employers’ perceptions of work-life balance.  The provision of flexible working arrangements to enable employees to juggle work and caring responsibilities is increasingly being viewed as a luxury by employers.  The National Framework Committee for Work-life Balance Policies, chaired by the Department of Enterprise, Trade and Employment, has sought to respond to the perceived irrelevance of work-life balance in a recession by highlighting the fact that flexible working arrangements can also be used by employers as a means of reducing redundancies and of retaining staff even in a situation of financial pressure.  This is a sensible approach aimed at encouraging employers to keep an open mind in terms of work-life balance and its wider potential.  However, what is lost in the re-orientation of work-life balance towards a focus on reducing redundancies is the message that flexible working arrangements can be the deciding factor in enabling mothers to remain in the workforce.  If working conditions become more rigid, this may force greater number of women out of the workforce or may make them less attractive candidates for jobs by comparison with men who are prepared to work full-time or for longer than average hours. 
You are all aware how significant childcare is as a determining factor in female labour force participation.  The Government has made a significant investment in childcare over the past decade.  The Equal Opportunities Childcare Programme, launched in 2000, had spent more than €500m on capital and staffing grants for childcare facilities and had supported the creation of 24,600 new childcare places by 2005.   The Government also significantly increased Child Benefit which will continue to be at a rate of €166 per month per child under Budget 2009.  However, notwithstanding the significant Government investment in childcare, childcare costs remain very high.  A survey by the National Children’s Nurseries Association, issued in October 2008, found that childcare costs had increased by 15% since 2006.  The survey found that the average cost for a toddler in a crèche nationally was €715 per month and €802 per month in Dublin.  If you take the Dublin figure, a worker has to contribute €9,624 annually from her post-tax wage packet to cover the costs of her toddler in a crèche which represent a huge proportion of the average worker’s income.  The European Commission in a 2008 report on EU countries’ performance in terms of childcare highlighted the scale of the negative impact that this was having on female labour force participation.  According to the European Commission report, Ireland recorded the fourth highest score across 25 EU Members States in terms of the negative impact of having children on female labour force participation.  Female labour force participation rates dropped by 20% for women with children.  The European Commission’s report also indicated that Ireland scored lowest of 21 European countries, including Norway and Iceland, in terms of public investment in childcare as a percentage of GDP.  Public investment in childcare represented just 0.2% of GDP in 2003.                 

It is not possible as yet to predict accurately what impact the recession will have on the labour force participation of women with children.  On the positive side, it is possible that childcare costs may decrease as demand for childcare places weakens.  Furthermore, falling commercial rents may lead to lower childcare prices.  On the other hand, it is likely that Child Benefit will be reduced, means tested or taxed in a context of huge pressure on social welfare expenditure and the need to target spending towards the unemployed and those with lower incomes.  If childcare costs outstrip wages, that may lead to a decline in female labour force participation for women with young children.      

Rising male unemployment will lead to a situation in which more and more families have female breadwinners.  Will this lead to greater gender equality in the home?  Research undertaken by the Economic and Social Research Institute on behalf of the Equality Authority in 2008 on time-use by women and men found that while women in female breadwinner households did significantly more work than their male partners overall, reflecting their paid work responsibilities, the male partners in female breadwinner households did more unpaid work both in terms of caring work and housework than men in male breadwinner households or in dual earner situations.  This suggests that the increasing number of households in which women become the main breadwinner may also become households in which there is greater gender equality in the home and greater sharing of caring and housework responsibilities.  However, at the same time, we must recognise that the impact of sudden joblessness and consequent financial hardship will also inject severe trauma into many families, with men experiencing a loss of status and worth as a result of the loss of their traditional male breadwinner role.    

While both men and women will suffer as a consequence of the recession and the shrinking resources available to all, women will have a much smaller possibility of shaping the response to the recession because the majority of decision-making positions will continue to be held by men.  Most of the bankers are men, most of the economists are men and most of the senior civil servants responsible for devising responses to the crisis are men.  The recession has placed a spotlight on the absence of women from key financial and economic decision-making roles.   Women are also under-represented in political decision making.  Female representation in the Dáil has stalled at 13% or 22 seats, declining from 14% in 2005 and amounting to an increase of only 1% over the past 15 years.   With regard to local politics, women won 122 seats or 16% of the total seats in the 2004 local elections, representing an increase in female representation of only 1% on the previous elections.  Ireland’s record internationally is worsening.  In 2006, according to the European Commission, Ireland was ranked 24th among the Member States of the European Economic Area in terms of the percentage of women in the lower house of the national parliament.  Only Malta, Romania, Hungary, Italy and Greece had poorer records.  On the other hand, women won 4 of the 13 seats in the European Parliament elections in 2004 or 38% of the total, suggesting that the electorate is ready to elect women if they are selected by their party organisations to run for election.  While the political parties have taken steps to address the issue of female under-representation in politics, Yvonne Galligan of the Centre for the Advancement of Women in Politics at Queen’s University has pointed to the resistance of constituency organisations to selecting female candidates which she sees as a major barrier to women’s participation in politics.  She highlights the importance of positive action in tackling the conservative attitudes on women’s appropriate roles which can serve to block women’s progression in politics.  Initiatives such as Congress’s LIFT project aimed at encouraging more women into leadership roles in the trade union movement are very important as mechanisms for breaking down the barriers inhibiting women’s access to decision-making roles.

What role can the Equality Authority play in promoting gender equality in a recession?  As you are aware, the Equality Authority has a broad mandate to promote equality and to combat discrimination on the nine grounds covered by the equality legislation, including that of gender.  The Equality Authority has the power to take strategic litigation on equality issues and has taken a number of gender-related cases, including a pregnancy discrimination case against MBNA in 2008 which won a record compensation award for the claimant.  
I will highlight a few of the gender equality related initiatives which we are currently undertaking or which we plan to undertake in 2009.  The Equality Authority’s Strategic Plan, launched on 4 March 2009, commits the organisation to promote equality for women, particularly in the areas of the gender pay gap, support for the implementation of the National Women’s Strategy and the promotion of more equal sharing of caring between men and women.  We are currently funding a project by the National Women’s Council of Ireland to promote more equal sharing of caring between men and women.  We will also launch two pieces of research, undertaken on our behalf by the ESRI, which will analyse female labour force participation and will look at the gender pay gap.  
The Equality Authority operates an Equality Mainstreaming Unit, part-funded by the European Social Fund, which has the objective of supporting enterprises and vocational education and training providers to embed an equality perspective into their operations.  The EMU operates an enterprise support scheme which enables enterprises to develop equality infrastructures.  This support is intended to enable enterprises to address equality issues for employees, including female employees.  We are also currently developing support packages for VECs which will look at the barriers to accessing training and at ways in which training services can be improved.  We anticipate that these support packages will be particularly beneficial to specific categories of women such as women with disabilities, women Travellers and lone parents who experience particular barriers to access and progression in training.  These include the lack of childcare supports for lone parents and admissions criteria which rely heavily on academic qualifications rather than life experience, thus preventing women with disabilities and Traveller women from being able to avail of training.  The EMU also intends to work with trades unions and enterprises on concrete initiatives to tackle aspects of the gender pay gap.
The recession will create difficulties and uncertainties for all of us over the next years.  It will have complex implications for gender equality.  It is important that decision-makers, policymakers, employers and trades unions are aware of the potential gender impact of the changes being brought about by the recession so that its negative impact does not fall disproportionately either on women or on men.  We will play our part in highlighting gender issues of which we become aware.  Your role is crucial in making your trades unions and your workplaces aware of the gender dimension to the recession and fighting to ensure that the recession does not become the creator of further gender inequality in Ireland.  We wish you every success in your important task.
