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Background
The Northern Ireland Women’s European Platform is the leading organisation for women in Northern Ireland on European and international matters.  It speaks for over 40 organisations which together represent the main regional women’s organisations as well as many grassroot women’s groups in Northern Ireland.  It was awarded UN Special Consultative Status in 1988.

It has been proven that women’s rights are uneven cross the devolved regions of the United Kingdom. For example, the UK reported to the Convention for the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW)  in its 6th Periodic Report in June 2008 (paras 184 -1188)
 a number of key developments, many of which do not apply to Northern Ireland. 
There is an increasing gap in relation to a number of aspects of equality between women n Northern Ireland and in the rest of the UK. These include public and political representation, lack of progress on the development of an integrated childcare strategy and anti-poverty measures. 

The evidence provided in this submission derived from the shadow reports submitted to the CEDAW Committee by the Northern Ireland Women’s European Platform
 and the Equality Commission for Northern Ireland 
 in March 2008 for the UK session in June 2008.
Northern Ireland Women’s European Platform main aim is to ensure that Government take steps to ensure that devolution strengthens women’s rights. This requires action cross a range of measures identified in the NIWEP Shadow CEDAW Report which includes: childcare; addressing gender segregation in the labour market; political representation; access to reproductive health services.

Although there are a number of Articles these issues could be interpreted this submission is based on Article 3 and 12.1 for reproductive rights:
Article 3
The States Parties to the present Covenant undertake to ensure the equal right of men and women to the enjoyment of all economic, social and cultural rights set forth in the present Covenant. 
Article 12

1. The States Parties to the present Covenant recognize the right of everyone to the enjoyment of the highest attainable standard of physical and mental health. 

1.
Application of the UN Security Council Resolution 1325 Women, Peace and Security
As the UK government has noted in it 6th Periodic CEDAW Report it has worked to promote UN Resolution 1325 internationally.  However, the government has not met its obligations in relation to the resolution in Northern Ireland.  Women continue to be significantly under-represented in key institutions, including many of those set up directly as a result of the peace negotiations. Despite the virtual invisibility of women in the discourse of conflict in Northern Ireland
, women are affected by conflict and the consequences of peace building; therefore, it is imperative that they are centrally involved in establishing the conditions which emerge as a result of the peace process.

It is worth remembering that many of the institutions were set up because of the peace process are seriously underrepresented in terms of women.   For example, in relation to the Police Service for Northern Ireland there has been an increase in the number of women from 13% in 2002 to 20% in 2006, a figure which is still very low.  Of the 61 officers working on a part-time basis, 60 are women.
An analysis of women in judicial posts and senior barristers in 2006
 concluded that:

· Only 18% of women in Northern Ireland hold legal office compared with 24.9% in England and Wales;

· There are only 3 female full-time and 15 male Resident Magistrates; and

· Only 5 of the deputy Resident Magistrates are female compared to 13 who are male
For many years the women’s sector in Northern Ireland has been a vibrant source of support for women, and has assisted in addressing economic and social disadvantage and encouraged the participation of women in public life.  
As a society emerging from conflict it is vital that there is a thriving women’s sector and that within the sector there is the capacity for the development of a vibrant policy community.  However, the sector is inadequately funded and there is concern about long term sustainability.  While the funding made available under the Direct Rule government in 2006 to the women’s sector was welcome, it was targeted at particular areas - essentially service provision to disadvantaged areas - to the exclusion of many groups focusing on policy work. 
A comprehensive needs analysis of the women’s sector and a strategy for the financial support of the sector is urgently required. 

This is particularly important given major changes in EU funding, including the phasing out of the EU support funding for peace and reconciliation which has provided support for core provision, such as childcare and women’s education and training.  

Recommendation: The UK Government needs to take urgent and appropriate action to ensure that UN1325 is fully implemented in Northern Ireland.  This should include consulting with women and adopting measures to ensure that women’s representation at all levels in decision making is increased. (Also See 3 Electoral Politics)
2.
Electoral Politics 
Women continue to be seriously under-represented in electoral politics.  In the latest elections to the Northern Ireland Assembly women won 18 out of 108 seats – the same number as in the previous election.  At local government level 21.5% of councillors are women.  This represents a small increase on the 2003 figure.  Little has been done by political parties to address this serious under-representation of women.  None of the political parties have used the provision under the Sex Discrimination (election Candidates) Act 2002 to take positive action to achieve greater female representation.  
There is an urgency to address these problems.  The reduction in the number of local councils proposed under the ongoing Review of Public Administration could have very negative consequences for the number of women councillors and women holding senior paid positions in local government. 

Recommendations:  Government should ensure that political parties take measures to address the under-representation of women on candidate lists.  This would be assisted through the promotion, monitoring and review of the Sex Discrimination (election of Parliamentary Candidates Act) 2001.  The Review of Public Administration must assess and take measures to address the potential adverse effects on women as representatives and in paid posts.
3.
The Economic Situation of Women 
While labour market outcomes by gender have shown improvement over time, scope still remains both in terms of improving the accessibility of employment and of ensuring progression within employment, into a wider range of occupations and of grades.

In Northern Ireland, thirty years after the introduction of the Sex Discrimination (NI) Order 1976 and the Equal Pay Act 1970:

· differences in occupational profiles remains an issue, with almost a third of males in the monitored NI workforce (32.1%) located in the higher ‘managerial’ SOC groups (1- 3) compared with just over one quarter of females (27%)
 - In addition, some 20% of employed males are in skilled trades - the sample size of women in this occupation group was too small to provide a reliable estimate. In contrast, only 6% of males are in administrative/ clerical occupations, compared with 24% of females.

· the Labour Force Survey March 2007
 showed a narrowing of the NI gender pay gap, with female full- time median hourly earnings excluding overtime some 99.8% of males ( 87.4% in the UK). However, full- time males in NI earned 11% more than females on an annual basis;
· however, the part- time pay gap remains significantly higher. Research into the retail sector
 in Northern Ireland concluded that there is a large gender pay gap in this sector in the order of 30 percentage points. This reflects complex factors such as occupational segregation, under- representation of women in management and the higher proportion of women working part- time (almost two in five (39%) female employees work part- time compared with 6% of male employees) ;
· the unequal sharing of care responsibilities means that females who are economically inactive, also half (45%) are unable for work due to family/home commitments;
· there is emerging evidence
 of high job exit rates among lone parents, the majority of whom are women, particularly in their first year of employment.  Low pay, especially when linked to part-time work and ill health was found to be important contribution factors;
· women are more likely to be reliant on means tested benefits, and experience greater barriers to economic independence and employment, resulting in more women working part time, in less skilled work, with poorer access to training and progression and ultimately poorer access to pensions and contributions based benefits

· difficulty in accessing affordable, quality childcare further exacerbates the difficulties experienced by those (predominately women) who wish to re-enter the labour market.  Despite a 7% increase in the number of places available since 1996, Northern Ireland continues to have one of the lowest levels of childcare provision within the UK with only 92.5 day nursery places per 1,000 children aged 0-4 years (based on 2005 mid-year estimates), compared with 195.5 in England in 2006.

4. Women and Benefits
Gender is a crucial factor in determining participation in economic life. In Northern Ireland, like most other societies, the traditional division of labour means that women have prime responsibility for domestic work such as childcare, eldercare, cooking and cleaning, while men have prime responsibility for meeting the household’s financial need.
However, due to changes in family and employment structures, these gender roles are no longer as clear cut, as women increasingly take financial responsibility for their households. As a consequence of the gender differences in the labour market, women rely, to a larger extent than men, on social security benefits in order to support themselves and their families. Due to their lack of access to contributory- based benefits
 , women are over- represented among those who receive many of the means- tested benefits.

· 66% of recipients of Invalid Care Allowance are women

· 59% of those receiving Income Support are women

· 59% of those who receive Housing Benefit are women

· 57% of the families who receive Working Families Tax Credit had women as the main earner. This figure reflects the relative disadvantage of households headed by women

· Only 24% of those receiving Job Seekers Allowance are women, again reaffirming that women’s access to contributory- based benefits is limited as a result of their very different experiences in the labour market.
5. 
Women and Pensions
Pension policy in the UK has been characterised by ongoing uncertainty in the last three to four decades. At regular intervals there have been marked changes of direction and these have had particular implications for women and their prospects of securing adequate incomes in their own right on retirement.  
This is significant for women in Northern Ireland, as they are less likely to be in paid employment than in any other UK region.  Linked to this lower economic activity is the higher birth-rate and consequently heavier responsibilities for childcare and homecare.  Women in Northern Ireland are particularly affected by the problems of pension provision.  

The Equality Commission for Northern Ireland is concerned that the interests of women in the challenges for pension policies posed by their different life patters and responsibilities have rarely been more than a minor theme in the ongoing debate.
This is remarkable given the majority of pensioners are women.  Women in Northern Ireland live on average more than five years longer than men.  More than two thirds of the 170,850 people receiving retirement pension in March 2007 were women.
 

The gender differences in the labour market have an impact on women’s economic situation in later life and as such their access to pensions, savings and benefits is restricted:

· the average weekly state retirement pension payment in March 2007 was £82.67 for women and £105.60 for men.
  This means that women receive 76% of the income that men do from this pension.

· as women in employment are over-represented amongst those who earn below the lower earnings
 limit for National Insurance contributions; they are less likely than men to have access to a full state pension or to receive State Earnings Related Pension (SERPS)
 while 52% of retired men in Northern Ireland receive occupational pensions only 17% of retired women do.
.

Recommendation: Government should take steps to reduce the differential access to and income from benefits between women and men; undertake a system analysis of pension provision by gender and ensure that new policy directions in pensions do not disadvantage women as they currently do.

That government should increase the value of the state pension and take steps to ensure that all women are entitled to a state pension, and that women do not continue to be disadvantaged by absence from the labour market because of caring responsibilities.
6. Reproductive Rights

Northern Ireland Women’s European Platform would support the concerns highlighted submission made by the Family Planning Association
 which includes:
· The UK Government has legislation in place that is incompatible with international legal obligations affecting the right to health
· In the last decade alone, recorded statistics show that 15,469 women from Northern Ireland have travelled to England to access a safe and legal abortion. We know that this figure is an under-estimate.
· Research carried out by Marie Stopes International found that 95 per cent of women who travelled from Northern Ireland to the rest of the UK to access an abortion would have preferred to have been able to access the service in Northern Ireland.

· Women in Northern Ireland are still at risk of unsafe abortion practices, with five known deaths in Northern Ireland since 1967.
· To access a safe and legal abortion, women from Northern Ireland are expected to pay.
Recommendations: Government should ensure that the legal regulation of abortion in Northern Ireland acknowledges and is compliant with the state’s international human rights obligations; women in Northern Ireland should be able to secure early access to abortion services; Consultation on this issue should be widespread and not confined to narrow interest groups (including conservative or religious organisations).  
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