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Latent Potential :

Tapping  Human and Social Capital to promote and support Gender Equality in decision-making
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Martha Louis
	Current Work
	Policy Advisor for the District of Charlois

	Area
	District of Charlois, Rotterdam, the Netherlands

	Education and Professional Training
	Seventeen years experience in the local government in the fields listed below (professional areas of interest) esp. integration policies

	Professional areas of interest
	Social policy ; elderly policy ; emancipation policy ; social integration policy

	Areas of Expertise
	Integration Policy


PROFESSIONAL PROFILE

PROJECT PROFILE

	Participant
	Martha Louis

	Area
	District of Charlois, Rotterdam, the Netherlands

	Project
	Integration Policy Strategy  in the District

	Theme
	Integration and emancipation policies for women and ethnic minorities


Socio-economic context

Charlois is a district within the municipality of Rotterdam. It is the home to 67000 inhabitants. The population is mixed, so are cultures. The percentage of inhabitants of ethnic minority background has raised form 38% to 49% between 1996 and 2002. In some parts of the districts, this proportion reaches 66%. The largest group is made up of people originating from Surinam (9,2%) and form Turkey (6,8%). The fastest growing community is the Antillean community (West Indies).The district is quite poor, which can be measured by how many people are on social benefits (about 6700 in 2002 or 10% of the population). 20% of people in Charlois are children 50% of whom are educated by their single mother.

Project/Action description and objectives

I work in a political environment, for the Executive Committee of the District Council of Charlois. My policy fields are the elderly and social affairs. My field of work is emancipation. 

It is not a separate policy area: the policy is inclusion, and the fight against exclusion. When people are excluded, they ought to be included. There is no separate policy to include women as such.

Also within the municipality itself, there is no positive discrimination towards employing women. The Executive Committee is made up entirely of men, There are 50/50 across gender distribution in management positions and in the strategy unit, 65% are women and 35% are men.

For more than two years now, positive discrimination as well as strategies targeting gender or origin have been taken out from the political agenda. 

I am not working on specific projects directly but I allocate grants for projects developed in the district of Charlois. In line with the present policy, project grants do not and cannot target specifically gender linked inclusion projects. Projects must include everyone irrespective of gender or origin. 

Some structures depending on structural funds do not suffer from these restrictions, for example the Women Centres Cleopatria who receives grants to sustain their structure and pay salaries. They have a stable yearly budget.

The general policy strategy is that everyone should be treated equally. On the one hand we say that men and women are equal and thus should be treated in the same way. On the other hand, we know that there are specific measures that work better for specific groups. This is the case with women, but also with other groups. Whatever the policy constraints, the main goal is be to get everyone covered by the general inclusion policy.. so in fact,  we have to take this detour…

The City of Rotterdam’s Steering Group want to put emancipation back on the agenda.

	Emancipation

	The action of setting free from slavery; and hence, generally, from civil disabilities; the action of setting free socially or politically.




Many people in the Netherlands think that we have reached our targets when it comes to gender equality. If one looks at data about “Women in the labour market”, we can see that women are still lagging behind in terms of employment and that there still is a gap in terms of emancipation. Here I would also want to add that what can be said about women emancipation can also be transposed in favour or other groups defined by ethnic origin.. We are not there yet! We must get the agenda moving.

Charlois’ participation in the project Latent Potential did not occur because gender equality is a priority in terms of our emancipation policy. Support for projects on this issue is by no means supported by the District of Charlois and is not particularly popular. We had to persevere to join the project Latent Potential.

In my opinion, the starting point is to get emancipation (incl. female emancipation specifically) on the political agenda. Let us, again, take the case of the Latent Potential project. When I asked the District Council who wanted to participate in coordinating the project, no one expressed interest: women emancipation is not a priority.

The municipality does of course take actions that benefit women:

· Meeting points for women do exist and are supported by the municipality;

· There are programmes of activities for women, to take them out of their house;

· People on social benefits have access to a lot of training courses (one obstacle in participating to these training courses is that child care is not always well organised in parallel to the courses). There are also Dutch classes, communication classes (writing letters, applying for employment…) and other education courses;

· Through structural funding, the municipality is indirectly involved in community projects such as:

· women centres like Cleopatria;

· small business units;

· Volunteer work in elderly homes or elderly care in general;

· Municipal schools seek volunteers.

Activating women, providing them with the opportunity for get out of their house, participate in the society through volunteer work is the beginning of emancipation, especially in the case of ethnic or migrant groups.

Here in the Netherlands, and in Charlois as well of course, there is this reality of people being born Dutch, who have a Dutch nationality and who are still considered allochtones (a word that Dutch people use to refer to people who are not autochtones, and whose origin is not European Dutch) because they were born in Dutch territories outside Europe. A very common example is that of the Antilleans. We have to deal men and the emancipation of migrants. This is a political statement.

	I think it is important to raise the political issue of emancipation and how to promote emancipation. Gender equality is not necessarily on the agenda at local level in EU countries. If the European Union wants to promote gender equality as such, strategies and reality at local level have to be addressed.


I want to put gender equality back on the agenda because “data” shows that there is still a low labour participation of women in the labour market; and that women are still being discriminated in terms of wages. At general managerial level it is obvious that women are totally under-represented or absent. 

To get gender equality back on the agenda, we must endorse initiatives such as that of the City of Rotterdam. At district level, not much is happening and female emancipation remains this inseparable part of our inclusive policy.

>> We have to address women and migrants’ emancipation.

At present, there is only this status quo, nothing is changing, and nothing new is coming up. Integration is on the agenda, but no specific action is designed for women.


Results, evaluation and obstacles

Results 

I want to see figures and facts that show me that women and ethnic minorities are effectively integrated, that they participate in the labour market, in education, that the get the same jobs, that they get the same treatment in all areas of civil life and in their daily contacts in the society. Women and ethnic minorities should be represented in decision-making, politics… name it!

>> I want to see figures and facts that show me that women and ethnic minorities are effectively integrated.

Where there is political commitment, there can be progress.


Obstacles

The main obstacle is a lack of political will in general, this misconception about the reality behind emancipation. This misconception that an inclusion policy is all that is needed; that no specific strategies need to be developed for specific groups.

Presently, there is no strategy. There are case-by-case actions, and there are some initiatives supported by the district that, fortunately, do have a strategy.

To overcome these obstacles, political support will be needed as well as perseverance.

>> Obstacles can be overcome with political support and perseverance.


Resources (financial and human)

To encourage and eventually operate policy changes in order to put gender equality promotion back on the political agenda, we must network and collaborate with other decision-makers who share our views. We must collaborate with other people, at different levels of decision-making, who are willing to support us, such as the City of Rotterdam and allies in the Exective Committees. 

Our resources are shared beliefs and the will to change things.

It is a question of lobbying, networking, trying to find different paths and different alliances to reach our goals.

Lessons learned 


When I reviewed host partners in the project Latent Potential, I saw that we, in the Netherlands, were not there yet in terms of promoting women in decision making, nor in terms of gender equality in general. 

In the Netherlands, we think we have reached our targets, but we have not. When one looks at figures, it is obvious that equality has not been achieved and that white Dutch female emancipation, woman emancipation in general or migrants’ emancipation is an ongoing process. Figures show that we have not reached our goal yet.

Through the peer review process, I have been able to share experiences with other partners in Europe. I am impressed at the variety we find in the European Union in terms of policies, achievements. This is not a judgement but an observation: it opened my mind. It was a lesson. I could witness other EU realities. I learned that there was still work to do in terms of integration!

>> I learned that integration is still ahead of us. [image: image1.png]
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