Points for Jack O Connor for opening address to Congress Womens Conference

“Building Equality into Recovery”

Chairpersons, Taryn Trainor and Clare Tracy, Delegates, and guests, welcome to the Congress Conference of women trade unionists 2010.

As trade union leaders and activists  you the delegates come to this all island event with a wealth of experience, knowledge and ideas. You have first‐hand experience of how the global economic crisis is affecting working women, men and their families on this island.  These experiences and insights can be shared among  delegates from right across the island and indeed further afield with guests and guest speakers from abroad.  

Most importantly your experiences will influence the development of Congress policy on winning economic and social justice for women and men.  
 I note at this conference you have set yourselves the following objectives 
· Identifying the impact of the global crisis on working women and to ensure this is part of the trade union response;

· Re-affirming the role of trade unions in resisting deepening exploitation and discrimination  in the workplace

· Advocating the determination of trade unions to defend and assert the 

     Interests of women in the workplace

· Developing concrete and innovative strategies to make unions relevant to women, and to strengthen the gender element in trade union bargaining, negotiation, and social dialogue;

· Promoting exchanges of information and experience between women trade unionists and provide an opportunity to capture their unique perspective on the developing trade union agenda at a time of economic crisis;

· Strengthening the solidarity of women within trade unions and between trade union women, policy makers and civil society organisations;
We gather here at a time of crisis for workers everywhere.  Congress, not least because of all of your work, has always been conscious of the fact that any policy decisions we take ,must be taken in a manner which is sensitive to their differential impact on women and men and must be examined from a gender perspective. This is clearly necessary as illustrated  by  the different position of women and men on this island, recorded in the  recent CSO Report on Women and Men in Ireland 2009, which reports that: 
· Males are more likely to leave school early and females are more likely to have a third-level qualification. 
· Women live longer than men, work fewer hours, earn less and are under-represented in local and regional authorities and in the Oireachtas; 
· Men have a higher rate of employment, but also a higher rate of unemployment. 
· Most workers in the Health and Education sectors are women but they are not well represented at senior level. 
Other highlights of the report include some startling statistics

Education: Over 90% of Leaving Certificate students taking higher level Design and communication graphics, Construction studies and Engineering were male. This pattern continued at third-level, with men accounting for around 84% of graduates in Engineering, manufacturing and construction and 60% of graduates in Science, while women accounted for 79% of graduates in Health and welfare, 76% in Education and 65% in Arts and humanities. Women are more likely to have a third-level qualification, with 51% of women aged 25-34 having a third-level qualification compared with 38.7% of men in this age group.


Employment: The employment rate for men in Ireland stood at about 75% over the years, but in 2009 it fell sharply to 67.3%. The employment rate for women also fell in 2009, but to a far lesser extent. The EU target rate for women in employment is 60% by 2010, a target that was met by Ireland in 2007 and 2008, but not in 2009 when the employment rate for women fell to 57.8%.


Unemployment: The unemployment rate for men in Ireland was about 5% in recent years but in 2009 it increased sharply to 15.1%. The unemployment rate for women, which stood at about 4% over the last few years, also increased in 2009 to stand at 8.1%. 


Occupations: There were 886,500 women and 1,052,000 men employed in Ireland in 2009. Over one fifth of the women were employed in clerical and secretarial occupations, compared with only 5.6% of the men. Craft and related occupations was the least gender-balanced occupation with men representing 96.1% of workers in this category.

Economic sectors: The education and health sectors employed the highest proportion of women. In the health sector, 80% of employees are women. In primary education, 84% are women. And in second-level education, 62% are women. Despite this, women are not well represented at senior level positions: only 33% of medical and dental consultants are
women, 52% of primary school managers, and 39% of second-level school managers.


Income: Women’s income in 2007 was around two-thirds of men’s income. After adjusting for the longer hours worked by men, women’s hourly earnings were around 87% of men’s.

 

Poverty: The proportion of men at risk of poverty in 2008, after pensions and social transfers, was 14% compared to 16% of women. At risk of poverty rates were considerably lower for employed men and women, at 7% for men and 6% for women.
Politics: The report shows that women are under-represented in decision-making structures at both national and regional levels. In 2009, only 14% of TDs in Dáil Eireann were women, while they accounted for 34% of members of State Boards, 17% of members of local authorities and just 12% of members of regional authorities. The average representation in national parliaments for EU 27 countries was nearly 24% in 2009.

The position of women members within our trade unions shows that we have work to do ourselves in the area of gender equality.  The results of the first equality audit, contained in the report of the Executive Council to this conference show that:
· In terms of paid staff, a significant gender divide at the higher levels, with a higher percentage of men occupying the higher roles, and a higher percentage of women occupying administration positions. In general there is a 60-30 split between men and women – with this pattern being replicated at the level of officials. The administrative positions have a majority of 85% women; however at the levels above official, this is reversed. 
· This pattern is replicated in the statistical information on trade union membership and elected officials, with a higher percentage of men in highest position of president, however at the level of shop steward, there gender divide is more equally split between men and women.  

· In relation to shop stewards, there are slightly more women active than men, however, at the more senior level of National Executive, this is reversed. At the level of vice president there is a more even split between men and women, however, at the level of president the divide is 78-22. 

I welcome the fact that we now have these findings, we recognise the challenges they pose for us a movement, and  we  commit Congress and the movement to continue to progress commitment to achieving gender equality in our programmes and structures. This means giving an equal voice and representation to thousands of working women, by further developing strategies and actions  to overcome these challenges so that when we do this exercise again in a couple of years, the results will show significant improvements. 
We gather here in Belfast during the 54th Session of the United Nations Commission on the Status of Women in New York where more than 100 women, representing trade unions from around the world, will be demanding improved rights for working women.  There, United Nations member states will be evaluating what progress has been made towards achieving gender equality—and identifying remaining challenges—15 years after the adoption of the Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action.  We are very fortunate to have with us today, Diana Holland, Chairperson of the ITUC Women’s Committee.
Diana has pointed out that the Beijing+15 commemoration at the session of the commission is hardly a cause for celebration.  We look forward to hearing from her about the work of the trade union delegation in New York. 
You will also hear from a number of other guest speakers and, on behalf of the Executive Council of Congress, I would like to thank them all very much for taking the time to participate in the conference.  You the delegates will also debate a range of motions on issues of great importance to working women and men across the island and I look forward to hearing about the deliberations of the conference.  
Women have increasingly become part of the paid workforce and of trade unions, and while there have been important achievements in organising, collective bargaining, and rights, many challenges remain. Congress continues to be deeply concerned that the commitment to advancing gender equality is not eroded by the global economic crisis and strongly supports the 2009 International Labour Conference resolution on gender equality which pointed out that “crises should not be used as excuses to create even greater inequalities nor undermine women’s acquired rights”. Congress also  calls for implementation of an Irish version of the agreed Jobs Pact . This Pact  specifically  calls for measures to retain persons in employment, to sustain enterprises and to accelerate employment creation and jobs recovery combined with social protection systems in particular for the most vulnerable integrating gender concerns on all measures.” 
 All of which is sadly lacking from the response of the government in the Republic of Ireland.
Any process of national recovery should not be achieved at the expense of dismantling hard-won protections for the vulnerable and weakest in our society. And this must include a strong, effective, independent and adequately resourced equality and human-rights infrastructure which affords workers vindication of our equality and human rights so that we can emerge from this crisis with a better, fairer society that respects and protects the dignity of all its members.

A major issue also facing women on this island is the issue of the commitments to Equality structures that are part of the Good Friday Agreement. Twelve years after the Agreement was supposed to have ushered in a shared commitment to Equality and Human Rights on both sides of the border, we are now told that these are now secondary measures, of secondary importance to the economy. This can NEVER be the case. An effective economy and an equal society are not contradictory to each other but complimentary to each other. The research published in books such as The Spirit Level shows that inequality is not just bad for the poor, it drags all of society down. 

However, “more equal societies almost always do better” in fields such as health, educational attainment, teenage pregnancies, drug abuse, murder, imprisonment, obesity, mental illness and emotive and hard to measure feelings such as trust, confidence and life satisfaction. Crucially, social mobility is worse and worsening in the more unequal societies of the US and UK. It is worse than 20 years ago and worse still than 40 years ago.

All working people and especially working women, whose pay packets expose the myth of an equal workplace deserve and require the best safeguards possible. We all need strong constitutional protections, a strong Bill of Rights and a strong commitment in every Parliament and Assembly for the legal bedrock to protect and enforce workers rights.  

In spite of the advances made, thousands of women workers remain outside our movement, many in vulnerable forms of employment. Organising these workers into unions and achieving Decent Work, Decent Life for all Women must be a priority for trade unions fighting for economic and social justice.  Only with a strong trade union movement that seeks to harness all the creativity of its membership, irrespective of gender, (and race, disability, sexual orientation, religious persuasion), will we be able to effectively tackle the issues that will be debated by you over the next couple of days.  
In conclusion, may I in advance of Monday, wish you all a very happy 102nd International Women’s Day and remind us all that it was the inspiration of women workers in New York’s clothing and textile industry that lead to socialist women to hold a mass meeting to demand women’s suffrage and an 8-hour working day. This date has become a major landmark in the history of women’s struggle for social, economic, industrial, political and human rights—a struggle progressed mainly by socialists and trade unionists, both male and female, in many countries.  Let us redouble our efforts to continue that struggle for, given the forces allied against us in 2010, it is perhaps needed more today than ever before.
