Strengthening Women’s Voices in Government:  

North West consultation report
This submission highlights the most important challenges for the women’s sector in the North West, which include:
· The impact of the reduction in public spending on women and the women’s sector

· Women’s empowerment: both politically and economically
· The need to recognise multiple disadvantage

· Violence against women and girls
The report also supports direct engagement and using the expertise of the sector as the key mechanisms for engagement, although believes that all methods are appropriate if used together as part of a wider strategy to listen, value and invest in the women’s VCS.
The consultation was supported by the following organisations:
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For more information please contact VSNW by email at:  equality@vsnw.org.uk or Tel: 0161 276 9305
Background

On Monday 7th March GEO launched a consultation document which asks women how they wish to bring their views to Government. The main issues which women’s views were sought on have been:

· About the most important challenges or priorities facing women in the UK today;
· On the four main engagement methods outlined;

· Accessibility issues – e.g. how to help non IT users to take part, ensuring marginalised or ‘hard to hear’ women including those women who do not have English as a first language have their voices heard and

· Other methods which GEO should be looking at as part of the new approach
Methodology

The Women’s Solidarity Forum led on an event that brought together seventy one women from across the women’s voluntary and community sector (VCS) in the North West. This included women from refugee and migrant groups, LGBT, domestic violence workers, academics, mainstream VCS, BME women’s specialist services, local authority, rape crisis workers and women’s welfare workers. 
The consultation was part of a whole day event that included talks from Members of Parliament about the importance of political engagement, a workshop on the equality implications of current policy and a presentation from the Women’s Resource Centre on the state of the women’ sector.
Members from the Women’s Solidarity Forum facilitated discussion around the Government’s consultation and were joined by Helene Reardon-Bond and Barbara Lindsey from the Government Equalities Office. Participants also completed individual feedback forms indicating 3 priorities for women and ranking the GEO’s engagement methods which have been submitted to GEO separately. 
The most important challenges for women in the UK today
Please tell us what you or your organisation consider(s) the most important challenges or priorities for women in the UK today...

The impacts of public expenditure cuts: The impacts of the reductions in public expenditure were discussed as the key challenge that is facing women in the UK today. This challenge is twofold: 
· The impact of cuts on women 

· The impact on the VCS organisations that support them. 
These issues are explored below:
Impact on women
The impact of the reductions in public expenditure on women has been evidenced by the Fawcett society. For instance of the £8 billion worth of changes to tax and welfare, 72 per cent will come from women’s pockets.
 Furthermore, the rise in unemployment will affect women disproportionately, especially BME women, and will push many into poverty. The employment gap for BME women in the North West is twenty eight percent already and we cannot afford this to rise.
This impact can be seen through the decision to change funding for English for Speakers of Other Languages (ESOL). Under new proposals, places will be limited to learners who are actively seeking work. For those receiving other benefits, such as housing benefit, income support or tax credits – who are all currently eligible – free places will not be available. Seventy five percent of those affected by this decision are women. This will have a major impact on the women’s ability to participate in society and is one example of the impact of cuts affecting women across the UK. 
There was much anecdotal evidence from the participants that supported this evidence. For instance, the cuts in provision of legal aid and lack of immigration solicitors are forcing women to use private solicitors when they are unable to afford it. Women refused asylum seekers and women with an insecure immigration status are experiencing a violation of their human rights as they are forced into destitution and abuse with no recourse to public funds or right to work. As a result of this destitution, the women become increasingly vulnerable and more susceptible to abuse, exploitation and rape. This is considered a highly significant issue and reveals the direct impact of Government’s apparent failure to consider the needs of all women when developing policy. It also shows how the common priorities identified by the women through the consultation process are inextricably linked to poverty and powerlessness and the daily impact that this has on the lives of women in the UK. 
Recommendation: Government should consider the impact of policy on the most vulnerable. Government and local authorities should continue to carry out and publish thorough and effective equality impact analysis on all decisions that are being made, especially proposed major policy changes and funding cuts.
The impact on the women’s VCS
The impacts of the cuts on women has seen an increase of the pressure on the women’s VCS, for example, there was a reported increase in demand for domestic violence and also mental health services. There has also been a closure of organisations that work with the most vulnerable women and a pressure on specialist women’s services, notably in the North of England, where the need is often at its most acute. There needs to be recognition for specialist women’s services as preventative and enabling for the future. There was a sense that the consultation process is happening at a time when the women’s sector is under extreme pressure.
Recommendation: The Government should secure funding for specialist women’s services. Women’s organisations have been proven to be good value for money and it is crucial to improve investment in order to secure both the short and long-term goals of saving money and ensuring better futures for all women and girls, their families and the wider community.
Intersectionality of Ethnicity and Gender: The Oxfam Routes to Solidarity programme has developed a programme of work with BME Women’s voluntary and community sector organisations due to a concern that Government develop policy without the knowledge, conceptual tools or data required to fully understand the needs of BME women. At best, this lack of understanding would mean that Government strategies would not successfully support ethnic minority women out of poverty.  At worse, however, these strategies would exacerbate these women’s poverty. Participants felt that BME women experience multiple discrimination and disproportionate disadvantage resulting in higher poverty levels and a greater need to access support services. This is also true for women that have multiple identities, for example, young disabled women. Therefore, there needs to be recognition that women have several identities and policy should be developed accordingly.
Recommendation: Government should recognise intersectionality when designing policy, including the knowledge that specialist interventions will be required to reach all women.
Empowerment: There is an issue with the equality of women in society, both economically and politically that was discussed at the consultation. This is clearly a huge area, but below is a summary:
Economically: There is institutionalised inequality in organisations across the board as well as a penalty on women with caring responsibilities. Participants felt that Government policy needs to address this; however there does not appear to be the will to do this. Furthermore, women as carers experience disadvantage in the job market, returning to work, when claiming benefits and also when accessing education. This is a wider issue of inequality in terms of social mobility for women in our society.
Representation: There is also a lack of representation in civic life and politically. As a result of persistent inequality, many women do not have access to power, influence and opportunities in order to be able to shape their communities and the wider environment. It is unclear how this will change within the Big Society. If priorities are set locally and over 80% of Local Strategic Partnerships do not even monitor women’s representation
, then the needs of many women within a decentralised system is likely to be overlooked unless safeguards to ensure equality are in place. This is further compounded for BME women, as only 0.8% of councillors are BME women.
Violence against women and girls: This was raised as a key issue impacting on women’s rights in the UK. There was a large body of anecdotal evidence showing that incidences of violence against women and girls have risen sharply since the start of the economic recession and the impact of public sector cuts on domestic violence support services. This is supported by evidence from Greater Manchester Police. Participants had concerns about the lack of resources attached to awareness raising and prevention work and the increasing sexualisation of women and girls in the media and mainstream of society. Participants felt that more work needed to be done in schools to challenge gender stereotypes and sexist bullying and this should be built into the national curriculum. There were also particular concerns about BME women and children with no recourse to public funds who experience a stark choice between staying in a violent relationship, becoming destitute or being deported as they have few rights to access refuges and domestic violence support services. 
GEO Engagement Strategy

The GEO have outlined 4 different approaches to working with women, these are:
1. Direct engagement between ministers, women and orgs that represent women

2. Bringing expertise of the women’s sector to support the new model of engagement

3. Looking ahead to enable the government to anticipate emerging and future issues and concerns to women

4. A new IT platform (which includes online newsletters, online questionnaires etc)

What are your views on the effectiveness of these approaches?

Are these approaches sufficient to ensure that women your orgs work with can take part in the engagement process? What are your views, comments, concerns regarding the IT Platform?

Favoured Approach
Below is a graph that totals each woman’s first choices in terms of favoured approach. Direct engagement is quite clearly the highest, although it was felt that there is not a single best method to engage, but rather, a variety of mechanisms, which will all complement each other when used effectively together.
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The full voting choices are included in appendix 2
Direct Engagement: It was felt that face to face engagement was essential and that this should not always be in London. The Government Equalities Office should ensure that there is a diverse and varied range of women’s organisations that they engage with, as was evidenced at the North West Strengthening Women’s Voices Event, which utilised the reach of a range of partner organisations.
This direct engagement would need to be culturally sensitive and ensure engagement from all sections of society. This would include the Government being able to provide the costs of childcare, interpreters and travel expenses if they want women to engage. Furthermore, it is important for women that there is a sense that something will happen with their opinions when they have been asked for them and that there is a process whereby feedback is given
The North West has brought together a diverse range of women’s organisations and we hope that this will mark the beginning of a process in which the government engages in a two way dialogue on gender policy with women who have direct experience in a multitude of areas. 
The attendance of Helene Reardon-Bond and Barbara Lindsey from the Government Equalities Office was valued and it was felt that direct engagement with key civil servants and Government ministers would bring real benefits.

Use Expertise of Sector: The knowledge, insight, experience and ideas of the sector are vital to the Government if it is to develop positive solutions to address the key priorities for women in the UK. The women’s sector has a unique reach into all communities and provides a voice for some of the most marginalised women in our society, of whom it is essential that the Government listens to.
The women’s sector participants at the meeting supported engagement with the GEO. However, it was felt that they would need more capacity to be able to do this most effectively as the issue around sustainability, cuts and being asked to do more for less, means that engagement will not always be the number one priority for many within the women’s sector.

Looking Ahead: It is important that Government maintains a connection with the women’s sector in order to be able to anticipate new problems as they arise; the North West could develop a regional women’s hub in order to achieve this and maintain engagement
A new IT platform: Online engagement presents issues in terms of access for all women. For instance, it was felt that women that do not speak English or have a disability will have difficulties in accessing the platform. Furthermore, many women do not have computers and may rely on libraries, many of which are being closed at the moment. Therefore, there was concern that marginalised women will not be included in this platform and so thus, by using this method, their needs may not be taken into account. 
However, if the new IT platform is designed in an accessible manner and is one of a range of engagement techniques, it could be of use when engaging with the women’s sector.
A mixed approach

The GEO would be best served engaging with the women’s sector by bringing together the options discussed above into a wider strategy. This would include the recognition of intersectionality at its heart and consider the key accessibility needs that would be required for women from all backgrounds to be able to engage. The women’s VCS are an essential part of this engagement and we would hope that any future strategy listens, values and invests into the women’s sector in the North West.
Appendix One: Information about partners

BME WSF: The Black and Minority Ethnic Women’s Solidarity Forum (BME WSF) is a coalition of women based in the North West who have come together to form a collective voice.  This forum feels there is a lack of representation of women’s voices that are not defined by their religion, nationality, background, sexuality or race.  BME women face multiple discrimination and race and gender inequality, are underrepresented powerless, and marginalised. The WSF hopes to overcome all this by creating solidarity with other women, women’s organisations and other organisations that work to combat race and gender inequality. 
One North West is the regional BME network for the North West. We work with BME voluntary and community sector organisations across the region to achieve greater race equality and improved social justice for all our communities. One North West supports the NW BME Policy Forum. This brings together a unique mix of front line organisations (both rural and urban and across equalities), social enterprise, infrastructure organisations and national partners. We provide an informed voice that is reflective of the North West’s BME voluntary and community sector and provide policy-makers with a unique insight based on the experience, expertise and knowledge of people from within the sector.
VSNW (Voluntary Sector North West) is the regional voluntary sector network for the North West. The purpose of VSNW is to ensure that the voluntary and community sector (VCS), in all its diversity, takes its full part in shaping the future of the North West. VSNW members provide community services, regenerate neighbourhoods, support individuals, promote volunteering and tackle discrimination. The 40 generalist LIOs in membership of VSNW have a membership of 6,780 VCS groups and are in contact with 19,800 local voluntary and community sector groups in the North West – just under two-thirds (63%) of the region’s VCS groups.

Oxfam’s Routes to Solidarity Project supports BME women and their organisations to increase knowledge of their rights, exercise greater leadership, build confidence and the capacity to work together and to influence decisions and to secure and develop links to help influence policymakers. The project offers a unique opportunity for ethnic minority women and their organisatons to collectively share their experiences, and to act on the needs and issues they experience. Routes to Solidarity is being run in the UK by Oxfam as part of the Race Equality Programme; focusing on overcoming racism, poverty and inequalities. The project is funded by the Department of Communities and Local Government.
Appendix Two: Choices for different approaches

Question 4 The GEO have outline 4 different approaches to working with women, these are:
1. Direct engagement between ministers, women and orgs that represent women

2. Bringing expertise of the women’s sector to support the new model of engagement

3. Looking ahead to enable the government to anticipate emerging and future issues and concerns to women

4. A new IT platform (which includes online newsletters, online questionnaires etc)
What are your views on the effectiveness of these approaches?
Are these approaches sufficient to ensure that women your orgs work with can take part in the engagement process? What are your views, comments, concerns regarding the IT Platform?
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