Minister John Moloney TD,

Minister for Equality, Disability and Mental Health ,

Department of Health and Children,
Hawkins House, 

Dublin 2

August 6, 2009

Ref: National Womens Strategy

Dear Minister Moloney,

I am writing to thank you for the recent meeting with the social partners about funding for the National Womens’ Strategy and the Equality for Women Measure.  Congress was represented at this meeting by Clare Tracy, Chair of the Congress Womens’ Committee and Executive Council member, and David Joyce, Congress Equality Officer.  Congress appreciates the honesty with which the serious situation facing the strategy was outlined for us during the meeting.  It is our view however that the facts outlined during the meeting were very disturbing for gender equality in Ireland and are a sign that the Department of Justice Equality and Law Reform and the Government have abandoned any previous commitment to gender equality in the face of the current crisis.  

The facts as outlined during the meeting appear to be as follows:

· DJELR in an effort to deal with a €40m cutback to that department’s budget have reallocated most of the moneys earmarked for gender equality initiatives to “essential services” provided by that department.  Of the 2009 allocation of €4.9m, only €1.2m will be spent during 2009 and that this will comprise of 38 grants of €30k to Womens’ organisations around the country under the Equality for Women Measure.  While Womens’ groups around the country will no doubt welcome the contribution towards their work in these difficult times, these projects will not reflect the work that went into preparing detailed strategic work programmes for the Measure.  It was also disturbing to hear that childcare costs have been ruled ineligible in the projects.  
· Furthermore, no further strands of the Equality for Women Measure will be rolled out;

· €10m EU funding for the gender equality measure has been reallocated to DETE for much needed labour market programmes – but with no Gender focus attached to this spend.

· While The National Development Plan 2007 – 2013 (NDP) envisaged expenditure of some €148 million on gender equality and the National Women’s Strategy over the seven year period of the Plan, Government Departments have been told to prioritise expenditure on the most essential services.  Given the above actions it appears that gender equality does not fall into this category.  
In light of the facts above, we would like to point out the following:

· A motion passed unanimously at our recent biennial delegate conference called upon Congress and affiliate unions to work towards ensuring a new and better deal for women by engaging with Government and making the case that equality must be part of our recovery - and includes a strong, effective and independent equality and human-rights infrastructure so that we can emerge from this crisis with a better, fairer society that respects and protects the dignity of all its members, including women
· The International Labour Conference held a general discussion on gender equality in the world of work in June 2009 which concluded that urgent measures are required in times of crisis to address accumulated and persisting disadvantages suffered by working women. Immediate measures should combine efforts to address the root causes of inequality and to meet the needs of working women. With respect to the crisis, the ILO Committee considered that there was a need for a gender lens to help address the differential impact of the crisis on both women and men with a focus on the specific vulnerability of women and in the effort to respond to the crisis there was a need for:

· a generation of decent jobs and providing greater public support for working women; and 
· investment in social infrastructure, including in care facilities for children and dependents which would create jobs and help women to sustain employment;

· This is very much in line with the opinion of the EC Advisory Committee on Equal Opportunities between men and women which has stated the importance of shaping our response to the economic and financial crisis is a way which is sensitive to its differential impact on women and men and demonstrates commitment to gender equality, including a gender dimension in national recovery plans.
Unfortunately, the government’s response to the crisis appears to be ignoring all of this advice and views gender equality as something of a luxury for better economic times.  

Given the emphasis on mainstreaming of the NWS across all government departments, Congress would like to ask what approach other departments have taken to their commitments in the NWS during these difficult times?  Also, it would be most helpful to know what criteria were applied in prioritising the “most essential” services and whether there was any gender proofing of such decisions?  What plans exist for a similar exercise in any reprofiling of the NDP expenditure in the future?
Section 3.1 of Towards 2016 sets out a vision of Ireland where every person, irrespective of background or gender, would enjoy equality of opportunity and freedom from discrimination.  Perhaps it is time to bring forward the three year review of the NWS, due in 2010, so that all of the interested parties might explore what this means in our new economic context?   If we continue on our current course, it is Congress’ view that the economic crisis will jeopardise fragile gains in empowering women, but if the political will is present, the crisis also presents opportunities to shape new gender equality policies. It is our view that urgent measures are needed to address the accumulated and persisting disadvantages of working women, because they have the majority of precarious jobs, they have lower pay and lower social security, and they have the greatest responsibility for care of children and dependent family members – they were already hit hard before the crisis and they may be among the last to benefit from any recovery.  In that regard, we need to create equal opportunities for women and men in education and skills training, sharing family responsibilities, remuneration of work, formal economy jobs and entrepreneurship development and in exercising their rights at work.

Congress appeals to you in your role as Minister in this area to do all in your power to make the case for the importance of shaping our response to the economic and financial crisis is a way which is sensitive to its differential impact on women and men and demonstrates commitment to gender equality, including a gender dimension in national recovery plans.  Congress is ready to play its part in shaping such a response.
Yours sincerely,

David Joyce

Equality Officer
