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Good afternoon everyone. As a member of the Eastern Health and Social Services Board who is co-sponsor of this initiative it gives me huge pleasure to extend a very warm welcome to all of you who have travelled to Belfast today..

I trust that your journey has been pleasant and that you are now ready to take part in discussions that centre on the position of women in the social, economic and political life of Northern Ireland Society.

The programme of activity also allows you to pro-actively engage in some initiatives that will help you to better understand what we believe to be a vibrant civil society that has grown up in spite of, or more accurately as a result of what, we in Northern Ireland,

refer to as “The Troubles” 

In this brief presentation what I hope to do is:

a) Provide an outline sketch of the range and types of women’s organisations that exist.  Many of which were established as a direct consequence of the political instability that has existed in Northern Ireland for so many years. Unfortunately even as we meet today this instability still exists. We await with hope the outcomes of current dialogue on the re-establishment of our local Assembly.  

b) I will also refer to Northern Ireland’s unique legislative framework in respect of anti-discrimination and equality legislation.  The Belfast Agreement was instrumental in introducing particular equality legislation concerned with mainstreaming and of transforming public decision-making processes and resource allocation.

A lot has been written about the Belfast Agreement but in it there are two specific references to women.

The first is in the Section on Rights, Safeguards and Equality of Opportunities where the parties affirm their commitment to the mutual respect, the civil rights and the religious liberties of everyone in the Community and in particular to the “rights of women to full and equal political participation”.

Women are mentioned again in the Section on Economic, Social and Cultural Issues where the parties pledge themselves to promote the advancement of women in public life.

Now let me briefly return to Northern Ireland’s history.

For many years mainstream political activity became solely pre-occupied with constitutional issues to the virtual exclusion of all else.

Against all odds however a vibrant energetic and dynamic civil society emerged.  This was particularly evident amongst those living in urban, working class areas who responded to local pressures by becoming engaged in community politics.

This was in order to tackle issues of poverty, social exclusion, poor housing welfare rights, unemployment, educational under attainment and sectarianism. 

The Troubles gave rise to many campaigns, associations and neighbourhood services.  These range from children’s pre-school activities to older people’s activities, women’s networks, and cross community alliances between Catholics and Protestants. 

These activities and the engagement of those involved have gone some way to reducing the worst effects of violent conflict because the processes of engagement has contributed somewhat to reducing people’s feelings of alienation.

I raise this issue also in the context of gender issues.  It has long been argued that it is women who have consistently been at the mainstay of such activities, keeping communities alive and helping to improve morale and social confidence.  In doing this women have not seen themselves as pacifiers but as agents for change.

In fact this message was not lost on the American Senator, George Mitchell who chaired the multi party talks that led to the Belfast Agreement. He paid tribute to the role women played in building peace from the ground upwards which helped to create the conditions that made this agreement possible. 

Unfortunately however this important role in social and political life does not get its fair share of media attention.

In the next 4 days you will concentrate on activities taking place in the urban areas of North and West Belfast and South and East Belfast you may however also be interested to note that it is estimated that there are over 1000 groups working for or by women in Northern Ireland.  

In addition to voluntary and community groups there are also church groups, faith groups, disability groups, mother and toddler groups, business groups and groups representing the needs of black and minority groups. (Some of you will get the opportunity on your site visit to hear more about the activities at the Women’s Group of the Belfast Muslim Centre).  

This suggests that:

a) Women clearly identify as women and organise as such; and,

b) Geographical location, class, colour, educational background are irrelevant.  At all levels women are creating and maintaining a space for themselves that society, as they have experienced it, has failed to provide.

Most groups exist on self-funding with some limited provision, by the state.  

There are also a number of frameworks that deliver services for women. The range of groups that these frameworks accommodate is diverse.  They can be best grouped as:

· Community

· Research

· Networking

· Educational

· Advocacy

Baroness Blood in her presentation tomorrow will bring some of this activity much more to life by accounting her personal experiences of community activity aimed at tackling grass root problems. 

In respect of women in work and education Patricia Gordon in her presentation will provide you with details about the objectives of one particular initiative that is called Opportunity Now 

So this is just a flavour of what women in Northern Ireland have done primarily for themselves with limited or in some cases no support from the government.

Let me now turn to Northern Ireland’s unique anti discrimination and equality legislation.  Our Fair Employment and Treatment legislation in force since 1976 provides protection in the areas of religious belief and political opinion. It acts as a safeguard to protect against any form of religious discrimination. This legislation does not exist elsewhere in UK and very much reflects our political situation.  

More recently the Equality legislation was further extended by the Northern Ireland Act 1998.  This Act emerged out of the Belfast Agreement which I referred to earlier in this presentation.  The Section 75 equality duty as set out in this Act has been described as unique and world leading.  

Nine protected areas were identified.  These include: age, gender, marital status, disability, political opinion, race, religious belief, sexual orientation and whether or not people have dependents.

All public bodies must have an equality scheme in place, as both a statement of their commitment to the statutory duties and a plan for performance.  

For public bodies such as health and social services, education and housing Section 75 has had huge implications. They must assess the equality impact of their policies and publish the outcome of this.  Consultation with those affected is at the heart of the new law.

If an assessment of the impact of a policy is adverse for any of the 9 Groups an alternative policy must be developed to remove this adverse impact.

So in the context of our discussion today Section 75 is very important. It covers both genders.   Gender equality exists alongside an acknowledgement of gender difference. We cannot however continue to treat everyone the same.  It is about recognising different needs and promoting equality of opportunity

Section 75 also acknowledges the importance of the multiple identities that we all possess.

Promoting Equality of Opportunity is also closely aligned with tackling inequalities and promoting human rights of all people here in Northern Ireland.

The local political parties and the British Government have the capacity, to contribute to enhancing the status of women and all marginalised groups.  

Nationally and locally it is recognised that improvement in the economic, political and social life of women is essential for the achievement of transparent, open and accountable government.

There is a link between economic, political and social systems. There is also a need for an integrated approach, which promotes social cohesion.

Women in Northern Ireland are clearly working in all of these areas, but often at different times and at different speeds.

In conclusion

There is capacity for change.  We live in hope of the political will to do so.  Cultural change must happen at the same time as constitutional change.  It is not something that we can afford to wait for, sometime in the future.  We do have a long way to go but we have a unique opportunity here in Northern Ireland to make a difference.

 We cannot afford to waste it.

And finally

I trust that you will enjoy your visit to over the next four days.  I hope that it will be a learning, informative and enjoyable exchange for all of us.

I also hope that you will enjoy the hospitality that we in Northern Ireland are renowned to be able to give.

Thank you.

