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The South West Women’s Manifesto – R2 
This Manifesto has been updated since the general election 0f 2015 to make it relevant to future local and national elections. 

Why a Women’s Manifesto?
Despite years of equality legislation and the declared will of many policy-makers, women continue to be subject to economic, health, safety and power inequality in the UK. These inequalities are experienced strongly in the South West of England where women’s inequality is increasing under current public policies. In recent years we have seen attacks on legislation intended to promote greater equality, existing legislation not being implemented adequately and a regression in public attitudes to the principles of equality and social progress.
Women’s votes will determine the outcomes of the future elections. Candidates for election to public office will need to demonstrate their commitment to the progressive policies and practices that will reverse these trends. We call on candidates to pledge support to our ‘calls to action’. 

We have identified a number of positive, achievable actions that would make a significant difference to women’s lives, making women:

· safer;
· healthier;
· more financially secure;

· a greater presence in public policy making

We believe these policies would improve the lives of children, vulnerable adults and the elderly, irrespective of gender. We are particularly concerned that women from BME communities continue to be more disadvantaged, even more than other women, and that the position of women is becoming worse relative to that of men. The discussions appear to be moving more towards ‘families’ which means that women as individuals are disappearing from the agenda. 
Our aims

We wish to open an on-going dialogue with prospective candidates for public office to better understand their position in relation to key gender inequality issues. We invite them to outline their proposals and the concrete actions that they have in mind to redress the balance for all disadvantaged women in the areas they are hoping to represent.
Evidence tells us that in our current society women are disadvantaged because they are women but some women are more disadvantaged than others. For example, black and minority ethnic women, disabled women, single parents and older women are more economically disadvantaged than some other women. In addition:

· well-paid women are not as well paid as well-paid men; there are fewer women amongst the well-paid and the absence of BME women is of  particular note;
· well paid jobs are not accessible to women to the same extent as they are to men; 
· domestic abuse against women occurs in all types of household; 
· women, particularly BME women, are under-represented in Boardrooms, local government, quangos and other positions of power; 
· women who succeed do so by overcoming greater barriers than those experienced by men and this is especially the case for BME women who are often prevented from learning to speak English.

These factors mean that women generally are forced to rely on state support more often than men to help lift them and their children out of poverty and to keep them safe. BME women are particularly disadvantaged by their unequal access to State support. The current austerity programme is now leading increasingly to hardship. Some policy-makers appear to welcome a growing dependence on charities. Women in the South West see equality as a right, not a luxury, and make the following calls to action. For further details, please refer to the referenced pages.
Calls for Action
Economic (pages 5-7)
1.
The introduction of a living wage throughout the South West. 
2.
Extension of the provision of free childcare; quality, subsidised, affordable, local, flexible childcare to younger and older children; and care for vulnerable adults and the elderly. 

3.
A re-introduction of free ‘English for Speakers of Other Languages’ (ESOL) services for those whose poor level of English is restricting their access to decent jobs.

4.
Improved access to the means to enforce equal pay legislation through making equal pay audits mandatory and eliminating tribunal charges for individuals taking discrimination cases to tribunal.
5.
Improved access to well-paid jobs through their local distribution, underpinned by a public transport system that facilitates the needs of working women and their childcare arrangements. 

6.
A change in legislation from ‘the right to request’ to’a right to have’ flexible working and the availability of all jobs on a flexible working basis, irrespective of industry and sector. 
7.
Revision of the use of zero hours contracts by employers through, for example, contracts with guaranteed hours where a zero hours worker does regular shifts; and simplified employment law giving all workers the same basic employment rights. 

8.
Improved careers guidance to girls and women that is not biased and avoids stereotyping the roles that men and women should perform in the job market. 
9.
A halt in the reduction in welfare benefits and the proposed further cuts of £12bn from the welfare budget which are disproportionately affecting women. 

Health (pages 8-9)
10. 
Recognition, by the Department of Health, that there are different physiological needs of women in relation to major conditions, such as cancer and cardio vascular disease, and introduction of treatment and information tailored to these differences.

11. 
Commissioners of services ensuring that the specific needs of women, including BME, lesbian and bisexual, disabled, older and younger are taken into account when specifying and commissioning services. They should also be required to monitor satisfaction levels across different groups of women and address any issues identified.

12. 
Healthcare staff, including those involved in health promotion, recognising the ways in which gender affects medical and health care, taking account of the different ways in which women experience and access that care and treating women with ‘women’s ailments’ with respect and dignity.
Safety (pages 9-13)
13. 
Ending the exploitation of women by the media, through legislation, if necessary.
14. 
Improving relationship education in schools. The school curriculum should include compulsory specific learning and discussion on respect and dignity in relationships with specific reference to the unacceptability of domestic and sexual abuse/violence.  
15. 
Greater response to perpetrators of domestic and sexual abuse and enhanced support for these victims including women-only services
16. 
 Improved policing of women’s safety in the street.
Power (pages 14-15)
17. 
Continuance and extension to all Parties of all women shortlists for parliamentary candidates.

18. 
Regulation to require quangos and company boards to appoint a minimum proportion of women. The voluntary approach is not working. Recruitment measures could include requiring executive search agencies to include women on their shortlists and for internal promotions to include women shortlists.

19. 
Criteria for appointment should be subject to consultation/agreement with relevant VCS groups, particularly women’s organisations.

20. 
Criteria requiring previous experience of working on Boards/quangos should be banned.

21. 
A boardroom diversity strategy that would entail reporting on boardroom diversity policy, including policy relating to gender, a ‘comply or explain’ regime which would help to improve transparency, along the lines of measures introduced by the Prudential Regulation Authority. We would like to see this extended to all large public and private sector companies.

22. 
Regulations should require that the hours of meetings and the work of political bodies, quangos and boards are set to encourage a diversity of attendance, including for carers, people with disabilities, the elderly, and people with timed commitments such as the employed or students. The promotion of flexible and/or part-time working at senior levels should be encouraged within organisations, especially by those already working at senior levels.

These calls for action by women of the South West are underpinned by evidence, research and the real-life experiences of women living in the region. The sections in the following pages demonstrate how women in the South West continue to suffer economic, health, safety and power inequalities. The evidence is compelling and requires the urgent actions of those candidates seeking election to positions of power and decision-making.
Women’s Economic Inequality

Working Women
In the South West of England, 46% of all working women and fewer than 20% of all working men earn less than a living wage per week, indicating that work is not always a route out of poverty
. Women earn less than men both because they are able to work fewer hours and because they are paid less per hour
. Women work 30% fewer hours than men; even full-time women work 5 fewer hours a week than full time men
. In some parts of the South West, more than 50% of working women work on a part time basis, compared with 44% nationally
. The average number of paid hours is likely to be even lower than the UK average. Introducing a living wage would raise the hourly pay of around to 30% to 40% of part time women in the South West. It would reduce the dependence of women on the State and remove what is effectively a State subsidy to employers who offer low pay.
The effect of working part time is exacerbated by women earning less per hour than men; for women working part-time, the median pay gap in the South West is 34% compared with 12.6% for full-time women
. The pay gap is highly variable across the South West: women living in North Somerset earn 30% per hour less than men on average, whilst there is no pay gap in central Devon
. Women’s hourly pay is uniformly low across the region whilst men’s pay varies depending on accessibility of well-paid jobs, largely by private transport. To improve their economic position relative to men, women therefore need policy shifts which would reduce their barriers to both higher paid work and to working more hours. 
These data, disaggregated for women and men are published by the government’s Office for National Statistics (ONS), are in the public domain. Other disaggregated data, that is less in the public domain, demonstrate the differences between BME women and other women; or between women and men within different BME communities. Work in Coventry has demonstrated that BME women are considerably more disadvantaged than other women
. Although this research focused on Coventry, the findings are also relevant to BME women across the UK. Data from the Bristol City Council Equality Impact Assessment shows that there are 6,000 people, unable to speak English well, or at all, but this is not broken down in terms of gender.

To give women better access to well-paid jobs, their potential role in the economy and the difficulties in working far from caring responsibilities should be recognised by local authorities and Local Enterprise Partnerships (LEPs). The rural nature of much of the South West makes it particularly important to think about the provision of well paid jobs in the location of investments and development. Women have much worse access to private transport for work than men. Public transport in the South West is both expensive and inflexible in terms of routes and multiple journeys, exacerbating the difficulties in working far from caring responsibilities. This is a particular problem in rural parts of the South West, though there are also issues about the “spoke” model of transport in the urban conurbations. 

Many employers are increasingly promoting the use of zero hours contracts as a way of meeting their needs for a flexible workforce to meet business needs. In reality, these types of contracts are mostly used in areas where women predominate, such as the public sector, care and hospitality work and can cause unacceptable levels of stress and insecurity.  Under zero hours contracts, there is no guarantee of hours or times of work but an expectation of always being available for work even at short notice, which causes particular difficulties for those with dependent care. The pay is often poor - half of all zero-hours workers earn less than £15,000 a year (compared to 6% of other employees) (Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development). Zero hour contracts allow employers to evade basic employment rights such as maternity and paternity leave. Revisions to zero hours contracts could include compensation, including travel costs, where shifts for zero hours workers are cancelled at short notice and written contracts with guaranteed hours where zero hours workers do carry out regular shifts
.

Working Women and Childcare
The current level of free childcare does not allow for the travel time to both drop off children and get to work and then carry out a reasonable number of paid hours. The average number of hours worked by part time women is around 16 per week, meaning that significant numbers will be working less than this
. Additionally, the shorter the number of hours a woman is available to work the less likely any job she gets is to be well paid (see above). It is established that privately provided childcare is expensive in the UK. This is driven by the high quality demanded by women and a desire that paid carers should earn a decent wage. In order for the costs to working women to be brought down without compromising quality, childcare should be subsidised beyond the ages and hours currently free. This should be recognised as investment in social infrastructure, alongside the investment in physical infrastructure currently favoured by government
. The benefit goes beyond allowing more women to contribute more to the economy to improving the life chances of the future generation. It is also known that many women (and some men) are restricted in how many hours they can work in paid employment by the need and desire to care for family members. This is particularly the case for older women of working age. The data on this is sparse and should be improved. A recent report by Gingerbread (July 2014) examines single parents’ lives in an ‘age of austerity’ and the combined impact of a weak economy, public spending cuts and welfare reform on their families. The report focuses on employment, examining single parents’ experiences of work and finding work in a recovering economy.

Women and Benefits

There must be a halt in the reduction in welfare benefits. It is not clear where any new cut can be made, given that most of the welfare budget goes on pensions which are apparently to be protected and are set to increase by £16.6bn by 2018/19. The net cut of £28.6bn would presumably have to be made from the £50bn working age welfare safety net, much of which goes to women and carers.

People are classified as “unemployed” if they are seeking work (often measured by being on Job Seekers Allowance) and “inactive” if they are not seeking paid employment (because they are students, looking after family/home, long term sick, retired or “other”). There has been a recent move of single parents from the “inactive” to the “unemployed” category which has created increased needs for flexible childcare while training or job searching as well as a reduction in financial support. The biggest issue for women in both these categories is that their contribution to the economy, through their caring role, is not adequately recognised. Most women dependent on “benefits” from the State are in fact working to care for the future generation of employees. These women both save the State money and provide a social benefit. To this extent, women in the South West deplore the stigma which has become attached to the word “benefits” and believe that these should be recognised for what they are – payments to provide for the welfare of people in the UK who otherwise would starve and/or be homeless. Recent data from the DWP shows that of the welfare bill of £166bn, 66% goes to pensioners, 33% goes to working age people and 1% goes to children, with the proportion to pensioners growing year on year. Furthermore, a very significant proportion (54%) of these welfare payments is based on people having contributed towards them through social insurance payments; this applies to most pensioners and JSA claimants, for example. Only 15% is going to people who have no income or have not contributed, largely carers and people with disabilities
. 
Women’s Health Inequality

Women face particular difficulties in maintaining good physical and mental health. This is due both to their specific and different health needs and to their different access to assets and resources. Women may, on average, live longer than men but they spend more years in poor health and with a disability.

The physiological differences between women and men are not well addressed by health services. For example:

· one in three women dies from cardiovascular disease, about the same rate as for men, but women are less likely to think they are at risk and the symptoms of heart attacks in women are not widely publicised. Women are therefore less likely to seek help.
 
· Women are much more likely to suffer arthritis and rheumatism, the most common types of chronic diseases in the UK.
 
· Women are more at risk of stroke than men, tending to be more seriously affected, and needing longer term care. 
 
The specific healthcare needs of BME, lesbian, bisexual, disabled, older, younger and other socially excluded women, such as asylum seekers and refugees, are not adequately understood or addressed and in some cases face discriminatory policies and practices.

Women’s social and economic disadvantage also impacts on their physical and mental health. Women are at greater risk of poverty than men and are more likely to suffer longer spells of low income (see above). Women in disadvantaged areas having cervical cancer rates more than 3 times as high as those in least deprived areas as well as lower survival rates for breast cancer problems and mental trauma.

Poor mental health affects women in particular ways. In 2012/3 women aged over 60 were the most likely group to be admitted to hospital for anxiety and girls between 15 and 19 to be admitted for stress related conditions. These figures demonstrate the affect of societal pressures on women at different life stages.
Women’s reproductive and caring roles impact on their physical and mental health. While women’s experiences of maternity services have improved since 2010 almost one in five women felt that their concerns in labour were not taken seriously.
 The changes to maternity benefits and tax credits have affected the income of pregnant women and new mothers. Discrimination against pregnant women and new mothers in employment has increased. It is estimated that 50,000 women a year are forced out of work for being pregnant or taking maternity leave.
  The changes in fees for Employment Tribunals mean that this is much more difficult for women to challenge. Over 50% of women will have been carers before they are 60, they are more likely to have to give up paid work to care and 330,000 women are carers in the South West.
  Carers are twice as likely to have a mental health problem or be permanently sick or disabled (Carers UK).
Research carried out by Somerset Women’s Voices identified two main health issues for women:

· Their choices and concerns about their health were not taken seriously or listened to enough by health practitioners

· Transport difficulties, especially for women living in rural areas with no access to public transport, were not addressed by health services

A recent report by Maternity Action and Women’s Health and Equality Consortium (May 2014)
 makes key recommendations around the appointments/scheduling of GP clinics; registration; effective use of appointment; costs; parity of esteem between mental and physical health problems; and gender-based violence (such as Female Genital Mutliation). 
Women’s Safety Inequality
That  women continue to be less safe than men, in their homes, on the street and at work, in the 21st century, is deplored by women in the South West. Whilst it is important that victims of abuse and violence receive adequate support and protection within the law, it is even more important that there should be a focus on prevention. This requires a culture change in the media, education, the law and public policy, which reverses the view that it is acceptable to abuse and hit women, that women are worth less than men and are objects to be used for men’s gratification.
The Media

News media should be banned from using exploitative and hyper-sexualised images of women.  For example, the ‘No More Page Three’ campaign against the Sun Newspaper is strongly supported by women and men
, and has been successful in convincing the newspaper to remove the outdated and derogatory daily images of a young woman baring her breasts and wearing little or no other clothing. The display of sexual images of women in public places such as supermarkets and other shops, news stands, billboards and hoardings should be made illegal
. 
Projects that celebrate women’s achievements in all fields, particularly those currently dominated by men, should be encouraged, promoted and funded.  For example, the coverage of the recent Winter Olympics showed how successful women can be, but many of the medal winners when interviewed described how difficult it was for them to gain sponsorship in comparison to their male counterparts. The guidance for commissioning of publicly funded media should contain a requirement that women’s participation and representation should be equal, non-discriminatory and non-sexually exploitative.  The BBC’s treatment of women is a case in point as are other companies in the sector.
Domestic Abuse and Sexual Violence
Sexual violence overwhelmingly affects women and girls. 20% of women report experiencing rape and sexual assault within the lifetime. The government estimates that 404,000 women are victims of sexual offences on average every year and 85,000 women on average are raped or sexual assaulted by penetration every year.

There has been some welcome progress in the provision of support to survivors of sexual violence with the introductions of SARCs and the national funding for rape support centre. The Ministry of Justice has provided some funding for rape crisis services across the South West, in particular it has supported the expansion of services across Avon and Somerset, to rural areas and small towns that previously had little or no access to support services in regards to sexual violence.  It is also committed to continue to provide £28 million funding over the next four years to part fund, IDVA, ISVA and MARAC co-ordinator posts, training and support and the running costs of national help lines to support victims of domestic violence and stalking, 
However the majority of funding for sexual violence has been concentrated on the criminal justice route and statutory provision which only covers the 15%
 of sexual violence victims that report the crime, the majority (85%) do not report but services such as rape support centres that can help them are getting a least amount of funding. In addition there has been a large increase in historic sexual violence victims coming forward for support since the Yewtree investigations
 but the focus of most funding is on recent cases or those currently going through court. While the national government has supported a cope and recovery model for sexual violence, the recovery element is often absent from local commissioning mainly due to lack of funds.
Research has shown a diverse range of support services, provided by a variety of statutory and third sector agencies, is considered essential to support all victims to cope and recover from their experiences of violence and abuse
. Specialist sexual violence organisations need access to sustainable funding to provide a full and effective service for victims. These include services that:

· Enable immediate disclosure following a rape/sexual assault

· Enable support for victims of recent incidents (in the past 12 months)

· Enable support for victims of historic incidents

· Enable support for adult survivors of childhood sexual abuse.
Gendered services for domestic and sexual violence

Successive governments have concurred with the UN that Violence Against Women and Girls (VAWG) is both a cause and consequence of gender inequality and a violation of human rights (including within the HM Government Cross-government action plan on Sexual Violence and Abuse, 2007). Whilst it is important to recognise that there are men and boys who experience forms of violence, the vast majority of victims are women and girls and vast majority of perpetrators (including against men and boys) are male, meaning a gendered approach to responding to VAWG and specifically rape and sexual abuse is essential. It is this disproportionality that means the UN identifies VAWG as a form of systematic discrimination which in turn connects it to gender equality obligations.
Feedback from women and girls show that gender specific services are essential in order for services to be effective.
 Service users of rape crisis centres state that overwhelmingly they choose to access those services because they offer women-only services
. Women’s sexual violence support services exist because that’s what women and girls overwhelmingly say they need
. Many survivors will not access services if they are not.
 The particular issues involved in all forms of violence against women and girls, mean that it is often difficult (and often unsafe, for example, in cases of stalking) for women to access services provided by men or in mixed sex spaces. There are also economic benefits of women-only services which are likely to
be significant including improving women’s job opportunities and developing skills and confidence.

The new government should ensure that statutory sector funders respect a survivor's right to choose a women-only space and refrain from supporting and commissioning only generic service provision.
Education and Multi-Agency intervention 
Children and young people need clear guidance from a very early age that violence and abuse in personal relationships is not acceptable, and should not be tolerated. If children were taught this subject at school from an early age, not only would they have better chances of not developing or tolerating abusive relationships
they would also be able to recognise the signs of abuse that may affect their own families. In the absence of a national approach to educating children and young people, local projects that do work with children and young people should be properly funded and rolled out universally
,
  Children’s Workers in local domestic abuse services and refuges should be fully resourced and their posts should not be cut as is currently happening in many areas in the South West
.

Police, health workers, social workers and other professionals should be empowered and resourced to intervene where domestic and sexual abuse is suspected and trained to deal with domestic and sexual abuse. Where domestic abuse is suspected or is reported by the victim, it should always mean that the perpetrator is removed from the property to enable the victim to be supported to make her own decisions about her future
. We therefore welcome the national roll-out of Domestic Violence Protection Orders.
. We would like to see all the local specialist agencies that support survivors of abuse in their own homes resourced appropriately and given the correct information from statutory agencies to enable them to provide affective services to women.  We would like to see the provision of emergency accommodation in women’s refuges and a guarantee that no woman will be turned away from a refuge when she needs it. Programmes designed to assist perpetrators to desist from abusive and violent behaviour should be accredited, regulated, and mandatory for anyone arrested or cautioned for domestic violence offences. 
A further concern for Fair play South West is the recent changes to the new Legal Aid  guidance which will make it impossible for some women to gain valuable financial support for pursuing their perpetrators through the courts.  Victims of domestic violence will only be able to access Legal Aid if they can provide certain forms of evidence of the abuse taking place
. Fair Play South West is aware that the majority of rape cases reported to the police over the past few years have not resulted in prosecutions due to new Crown prosecution Guidance (CPS)..  We would like to see a review of all reported rape cases in the South West and feel confident that all the police forces in the South West will ensure that all reported rape cases that should go forward for prosecution, do so.  We would also like to see that all victims of rape are adequately and appropriately supported. 
Fair Play South West is very concerned to learn of the poor standards of the policing of domestic abuse that exists in the South West, that was reported in the recent HMIC report – Everyone’s Business: improving the police response to domestic abuse’. We are disappointed to see the different standards of the policing of domestic abuse across the region and are concerned that women and children who are affected by abusive relationships may receive very different treatment according 
to where they live.  This is not acceptable and FPSW demands that the policing of domestic and sexual abuse is made an immediate priority for both national and local governments. 
Anti-social behaviour

Technological advances in communication have had a huge impact on many people’s lives in the 21st century but for many women the benefits of speedy access to information and the ability to get in touch with friends and family go hand-in-hand with the dangers of being stalked and harassed. Stalking by ex-partners accounts for the largest group of victims and women are most at risk from physical assault and fatal harm. Women can be stalked by strangers through social media networks and websites, mobile phones, tablets, laptops and computers. We would like to see better awareness training for women and girls in the South West on the dangers of digital and cyber stalking and improved responses from the police when women report these experiences. 
The laws on antisocial behaviour should be interpreted to include the harassment and intimidation of women in public places. Almost all women at some point in their lives will be subjected to inappropriate comments, gestures and sounds made by men, as they go about their daily lives. Women and girls should be aware that they can report this kind of behaviour and should be encouraged and supported to do so by the police and by women’s organisations
. For many women, attendance at events at city and town centres has become impossible due to this sort of behaviour and also to a feeling of insecurity caused by the presence of  ‘gangs’ of youths whose behaviour is questionable. Cuts to local police budgets have seen a reduction in the number of police officers ‘on the beat’ which is regrettable and we would urge South West police forces to improve this situation particularly at night so that women, whether in groups or on their own, feel confident, safe and comfortable visiting urban venues in the evenings. Policing in rural areas should also be increased with regular patrols being made to ensure that women feel safe in their communities.  There should be good street lighting in both urban and rural areas that allows women to walk safely around their locality in the evening and from public transport to home. The decline in public transport in many rural areas is regrettable and we would encourage transport companies to rethink their policies over the provision of suitably timed transport to enable women who live in rural areas to travel safely and not to feel isolated and insecure.

Kerb crawling by men seeking prostitutes is illegal and should be policed vigilantly by all police forces in the South West.  The recent operation by Avon and Somerset Police in Bristol to crackdown on kerb crawlers has been very successful with the arrest of numerous offenders
.  We would like to see all police forces run operations to clear city and town streets of these men as well as better police protection of women working in the sex industry and greater resourcing of the voluntary sector agencies that work with and support them. Women who work in the sex industry experience the highest number of sexual assaults and rapes and this needs urgent attention from the police.
Women’s Power Inequality

Despite women comprising half the paid workforce and leaving university in larger numbers than men, they remain poorly represented at decision-making levels in both the public and private sectors. Women make up just 22.5 of MPs, 21.7% of peers and 17.4% of the Cabinet. Women also make up just 13.3% of mayors and 14.6% of Police and Crime Commissioners.
 
With specific reference to the South West of England, the public sector is the most significant employer in the Bristol and South Gloucestershire areas, where 42% of women are employed in the public sector. The top leadership structure in these large, public sector organisations is dominated by men, with just under a third (29%) of Board positions held by women. All chairs of Bristol-based public sector organisations are white male. Bristol is less diverse at the top than the national average. In general, women are under-represented in higher earnings and over-represented in lower earnings bands. 

Women fare even less well in the private sector, where they remain under-represented at the top of organisations and at Board level. Across the UK, 81% of those in employment are employed in the private sector and 18.8% in the public sector.
  In the South West 1,963,000 are employed in the private and 528,000 in the public sectors. The total percentage of women on Boards in the private sector in the South West is 21%, with some large employers with no women on their Boards. Again, all the companies listed, have a male Chair. If we consider LEPs across the South West, The West of England LEP has a Board of 11 of which 2 are women. Of the five Chairs of South West LEPs, just one is a woman. 

Women are not faring any better in terms of political representation in the South West, and Bristol in particular. The Cabinet of Bristol City Council comprises five men and two women, men having responsibility for areas such as transport, planning, strategy, finance and corporate services, and women for children and young people, education and women’s health. Of the seventy Councillors voted for by the electorate every four years, 24% are female, compared to a national average of 35%. While three out of the four MPs representing Bristol are women, just 13 of the 62 MPs in the South West are women, largely representing the Conservative Party. At national level, women make up 22% of MPs. 

The figures above clearly demonstrate that women are not adequately represented at the decision-making levels of the public and private sectors and this is a poor reflection of the general population of women both nationally and within the South West. This means that women’s voices are not being heard in the ‘corridors of power’ and that the needs of their female employees and electorates may not be addressed. Research demonstrates that a particular percentage of women in decision-making positions will tip the balance in terms of decision-making and the representation of women generally.

While the Government has set a target for a percentage of new appointees of public sector boards to be female by 2015
 it also commissioned Lord Davies to investigate the under-representation of women on the Boards of UK FTSE companies. The report culminated in Lord Davies setting a target of at least 25% female representation on FTSE Boards by 2015. If this does not happen, the introduction of mandatory quotas may be considered, although in his 2014 review
 Lord Davies claims that the ‘voluntary’ approach is working and that this is being grasped by British businesses, and is working. Arguments for an increase of the number of women on Boards tend to be based on the ‘business case’: businesses need to reflect their customers – the majority of purchases are made by women
; workforce diversity contributes to competitive advantage, broadens the mix of knowledge and skills and encourages innovation. From a review of 2,360 companies globally over the last six years, Credit Suisse (2012) argue that it would, on average, have been better to have invested in corporates with some women on their management boards than in those without. The European Commission (2012) also states there is a growing body of research demonstrating the benefits of gender diversity and positive correlations between women in leadership and business performance. It is believed that the benefits of more women in leadership include, improved company performance, an enhanced quality of decision-making, improved corporate governance and ethics and better use of the talent pool.

Considering the poor representation of women at decision-making levels and the implications of this for all women, Fair Play South West is calling for the introduction of compulsory quotas on the boards of both public and private sector organisations. The use of voluntary targets is clearly not working and we believe further action needs to be taken. We believe that having more women visible and active in decision-making roles will offer role models to other women and give the message that women can and do attain senior positions. This in turn will help to improve the diversity of decision-making positions and reassure women that they are considered in key decision making.  
The evidence is compelling and requires the urgent actions of those candidates seeking election to positions of power and decision-making.

Women in the South West see equality as a right, not a luxury, and seek a commitment from all candidates to our calls to action.
The Women’s Equality Network
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