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Women, Equality and Public Policy
Assessing public policy towards women in Ireland is a complex and often contradictory process. Since the early 1970’s, women have gradually pushed themselves onto the policy agenda of Irish society backed up in some instances (for example in relation to employment) by a wider European Community/Union policy framework. But Irish women continue to experience systematic disadvantage in economic, social and political life. Economic dependency and political marginalisation remain fundamental features of the position of Irish women - a status too frequently reinforced by public policy. This article will examine some of the key changes which have taken place in public policy towards women encompassing legislation, new organisational structures, the decision-making process and the content of policy. It will also analyse the current economic and social position of Irish women in order to draw some conclusions on the impact of those policy changes. 1
Legal and Policy Framework
The fundamental legal position of women, as defined by the Irish Constitution, is one of economic dependence encapsulated by a key clause which prescribes a very particular role for women in the private sphere of the family. This clause commits the State to “endeavour to ensure that mothers shall not be obliged by economic necessity to engage in labour to the neglect of their duties in the home” (Irish Constitution, Article 41.2.2) - a statement which is more an ideological position than a practical reality. It does, however, serve as a sharp reminder of the restrictive and discriminatory attitudes and practices towards women inherent in Irish institutional structures. 

The Irish Constitution does establish the right of all adults to be ‘treated equally before the law’ but it lacks a specific commitment to non-discrimination or to equal opportunities between women and men. When it was introduced in 1937, it reflected the dominance of Roman Catholic ideology within the State, in its attribution of a ‘special position’ to the Roman Catholic Church, in its definition of women’s primary role as in the family, of the ‘family based on marriage’ as the basic unit of society and in its explicit prohibition on divorce legislation. Over more recent years it has become a key battleground in the process of social change as, on the one hand, the ‘special position’ of the Roman Catholic Church and the divorce prohibition were finally removed while on the other, a new clause was introduced, amidst bitter and sustained controversy, establishing a constitutional ‘right to life’ of a foetus equal to that of a pregnant woman.

While it is the Constitution which establishes the basic legal framework of the State, it is in statute law that detailed legal provisions are contained which cover a wide range of aspects of social and economic life. Two important pieces of equality legislation were introduced in the 1970’s, bringing Irish employment legislation into line with EU Directives on equal pay and anti-discrimination and establishing an Employment Equality Agency to monitor, investigate cases of discrimination and promote equality between women and men in employment. While these laws provide key rights and protections for Irish women in employment their impact has been limited. Equal Pay legislation, for example, applies to very specific employment circumstances and although its introduction did bring with it some narrowing of the pay gap between women and men, the high level of occupational segregation on the labour market has restricted its effect. 

New amended employment equality legislation is currently going through the legislative process which is intended to extend existing provisions to cover other sectors of the population, for example anti-discrimination leglislation will in future cover a range of new grounds in addition to gender and marital status (racial and ethnic origin, political and religious beliefs, disability and sexual orientation). To date equality legislation in Ireland has only covered employment. Another new Bill (also going through the legislative process) provides protection against discrimination in the provision of services (for example accommodation, credit, leisure and education services). If this Bill finally becomes law, it will mean that the Irish government will be in a position to remove its main reservation inserted when it signed CEDAW  (United Nations Convention on the Elimination of all forms of Discrimination against Women). Other areas of legislative change have been equally important, for example the eventual legalisation of contraception in 1981, the introduction of the Domestic Violence Act in 1995 (which provided greater protection to women experiencing abuse from known men) and the introduction of divorce legislation in 1997. 

Recent Policy Initiatives
As well as legislative change, a number of important policy developments took place over the same period. The establishment of a Commission on the Status of Women in 1972 provided the first real opportunity to examine the position of women in Irish society and to review the prevailing legal and policy framework. Twenty years later, in 1992, a Second Commission was set up to review progress and make a series of recommendations aimed at enhancing the status of Irish women. This has led to a more effective emphasis on equality in the whole policy-making process, including for example a decision that all State Boards should be composed of 40% women. In practice however, this refers to new appointments or newly established Boards and operates only as a guideline without any mechanism for enforcement. Recent research published by the National Women’s Council of Ireland showed that six years after this policy had been adopted, although the percentage of women on national and regional Boards had risen, it was still only 28%. (National Women’s Council of Ireland,1997)

Over the last five years, a number of important additional initiatives have been taken by government. New policy proposals coming into Cabinet must now be accompanied by a ‘gender impact statement’ but the effect of this decision is limited by the fact that Cabinet confidentiality has meant that gender impact statements are not made public. EU Structural Fund expenditure within the economy must also be assessed from a ‘gender impact’ perspective. A new ‘Gender Monitoring Committee’ has been set up in the last few months whose terms of reference are to monitor the implementation of the Report of the 2nd Commission on the Status of Women and the Beijing Platform of Action.  In parallel developments, the National Women’s Council of Ireland has been brought into key national policy arena (for example the National Economic and Social Forum) as well as into the negotiations for the current National Agreement - Partnership 2000. Working Parties on Violence Against Women, on Women’s Access to Labour Market Opportunities and on a National Policy Framework for Childcare Provision have been set up. These are very new initiatives, significant in themselves, but whose impact will need to be judged over time.

At a local development level, a new policy orientation has led to the establishment of Local Area Partnerships in areas of particular disadvantage, supported by EU Structural Funds, and has created a new and more progressive approach to economic and social development bringing together statutory agencies, traditional social partners (trade unions and employer organisations) and representatives of the voluntary and community sector focused on combating social exclusion at local level. This has meant that women have become increasingly involved in a structured manner in the planning and implementation of local development initiatives, including training, enterprise and other community support activities. A number of the Local Area Partnerships have focused on the central role of women in community development and have developed systems of childcare support and other programme activities aimed at improving the situation of women at local area level.

At the level of governmental structures, the direction of change is less clear. The Government Department with specific responsibility for Equality and Law Reform established in 1992 was abolished in 1997 and turned into a section of the Department of Justice. This department, although small and under-resourced, had full representation at Cabinet level, something which has now been lost. The Strategic Management Initiative (SMI) aimed at reform of the public service in its structures, procedures and delivery of services was produced and began to be implemented in 1996 by the Co-ordinating Group of Secretaries chaired by the Dept of Taoiseach. Its emphasis is on efficiency and quality in the delivery of public services and on the use of performance measurement techniques in the civil and public sector. Quality and efficiency are put forward as the core criteria in assessing public services. There is however no reference to equality or gender equality in service delivery - equality of opportunity is only dealt with in relation to employment policy and structures. In a similar vein, proposals for Local Government reform were also produced in 1996 and stated a commitment to equal opportunities within local government organisations. But once again, these proposals restrict equal opportunities policy to staffing issues. Quality of services, financial efficiency and democratisation of local government structures are discussed without reference to equality issues or gender equality. Core principles (enhancing local democracy; serving the customer better; developing efficiency; providing proper resources) do not include any reference to equal opportunities. In contrast, the development of the National Anti-Poverty Strategy with the stated aim of achieving greater social and economic equality does include a specific commitment to gender equality, but suffers from a lack of any additional resource allocation to achieve its aims.

Weaknesses in the Process of Reform
It is evident from the above that there have been a number of important new initiatives taken in Ireland over recent years which have placed increased emphasis on gender equality. These initiatives have created more gender aware and women focused policies in a number of areas but their scope and effect are limited due to a number of factors, particularly the piecemeal and uneven nature of the process of change and also the lack of specific commitments and agreed timescales for its achievement. What tends to be missing is a strong and clear framework for assessing the actual effect of these measures and a specific process for changing and modifying policies. There are few examples of procedures to monitor and review current policies and there are also, critically, no established indicators or criteria by which the outcome of these kind of policies can be measured and evaluated. There is  a tendency for equality to be referred to as a general aspiration rather than a definite objective, backed up with specific policies, targets and procedures subject to systematic monitoring and review. 

While there have been some welcome moves made towards measuring the gender impact of policy proposals, these are either unavailable to public scrutiny (for example, Cabinet memoranda) or else largely driven by EU policy (for example, Structural Fund expenditure review). Such gender impact assessment tends to be partial, however, and in the absence of specific targets remains a weak mechanism for achieving greater gender equality. In the case of Structural Fund expenditure, a joint Report from the Community Workers Co-operative (CWC) and the Northern Ireland Council for Voluntary Action (NICVA) “Equality and the Structural Funds” concluded :

“ The principle failure of the funds, insofar as women, people with disabilities, minority ethnic groups and people living in poverty are concerned is the failure of the national authorities to mainstream the principles of equality. Equality is seen as something which should be promoted in training, human resources and local development. There are specific programmes for women, for people with disabilities and Travellers. While such programmes and targeting are important aspects of the structural funds, the meeting of the needs of these four categories is essentially confined to these discrete areas. ”  CWC & NICVA 1996.  

Another important concern is the way in which gender equality is increasingly placed alongside other equality issues, for example the rights of Travellers or of people with disabilities. While this has the positive effect of creating a broad basis for social change, it is happening without a framework for addressing gender equality as a separate and distinct question - although one which is closely inter-linked with other kinds of direct and indirect discrimination. Equality for women is too often approached as an issue of sectoral or minority rights, without taking into account the existence of overlapping discriminations. In practice, specific sectors and groups of women are faced with issues of minority rights as well as gender equality - for example women of racial or ethnic minorities and older women.

Economic and Social Position of Irish Women

Having considered the way in which the policy framework has developed over recent years, it is important to turn now to an assessment of the changes which have taken place in the economic and social situation of women in Irish society. Probably the least talked about aspect of the current strong GNP growth in the Irish economy is the crucial central role which women are playing. Almost all the employment growth which has taken place over recent years has been female. In effect, it is women who are fueling the ‘Celtic tiger’ despite a clear lack of support services, no provision for family and parental leave and continuing barriers to the full and equal participation of women in key State supported training and employment schemes. A comprehensive and fully resourced public policy towards women’s labour market opportunities has yet to be developed and applied. To be effective, such a policy would need to recognise past discriminations against and the consequent marginalisation of women on the Irish labour market and aim to ensure equality of access and participation for the future.

The huge growth in the numbers of women in paid employment over the last twenty-five years has resulted in a situation in which nearly half a million women (41% of all adult women) are now in employment. While the numbers of women in paid work has risen by over 200,000 over the period 1971-1996, male employment grew by only 23,000 over the same period. The sharp rise in women’s employment has been particularly strong in the 1990’s when the increase in women’s employment was over 100,000. In that five year period 1991-96 women’s employment grew so fast that it equaled its growth of the previous twenty years. (Central Statistics Office, 1997)
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   408.0
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Female % of Labour Force
     30.9


     34.7


     36.6

Married Women

  

as % of female Labour Force
     39.6


     46.1


     51.0

Source :    Labour Force Survey 1987, 1994, 1996 Central Statistics Office.
As more and more women enter, reenter and remain in the labour force, the profile of women in paid employment has changed. Half of all married women and over a third of women with children are now in the workforce. However, women workers still tend to be crowded into a narrow range of occupations and make up the majority of part-time workers and low-paid workers. 80% of women are employed in the services sector where job opportunities for women are severely restricted : clerical, retail, personal services and certain kinds of public sector jobs account for the vast majority of women workers. Given the current concern with skill shortages in the Irish economy which may act as a barrier to future growth, policies aimed at reskilling and upskilling existing and potential women workers could play an important role in effectively addressing this particular issue. There is a particular opportunity at the present time to pursue policies of greater equality for women on the labour market which will simultaneously produce a direct, significant and beneficial effect within the wider economy.

While problems of accessing employment, the quality of jobs women do, the level of pay and the lack of support services remain acute, the evidence indicates that this process of change is largely irreversible. This emerging economic situation of women is characterised by a shift from the private to the public domain - a shift paralleled in social, cultural and political spheres of Irish life. Irish women now constitute a large and growing part of the official, registered and measured formal economy and this transition has brought with it changes and tensions in family structure, in social attitudes and in public policy. But as well as regular paid employment, large numbers of Irish women move between paid work, under-employment, unpaid work, illegal work and what is categorised as ‘inactivity’ - home-making. This fluidity characterises the economic situation of women everywhere, linked to women’s multiple roles and to the often marginal economic value attached to women’s work. 

Fertility Decline

One of the key factors which has influenced changes in the pattern of participation of Irish women on the labour market has been a decline in the fertility rate. Irish women today are having very much fewer children than they had  a decade ago and this process of change has been extremely rapid. Family size and household size have fallen as a result, as women have fewer children within a shorter period of their lifecycle. Over the twenty year period from 1975 to 1995, women’s fertility in Ireland fell by 50%. The Total Period Fertility Rate (TPFR)2 has also shown a continuous decline over recent years, particularly during the 1980’s, falling from 3.55 in 1975, to 3.23 in 1980 to 2.08 in 1989 - by 1995 it had fallen further to 1.87 (below the replacement rate). The percentage of births outside marriage has been increasing steadily over recent years from a level of one in ten a decade ago to just one in five of all births today. There is no breakdown available, however, of the distribution of these births between single mothers and mothers cohabiting outside marriage. (McCarthy & Murphy-Lawless, 1997)

Fertility decline has not occurred evenly across the different age categories of women of child-bearing years. The fertility rate among women in the 40-44 age group has fallen the fastest - this age group now account for just 3% of all births - while in the younger age group 15-24 years the fertility rate has also declined consistently from a peak in the early 1970’s. Increasingly the key age group for giving birth is the 25-34 age group whose rate of fertility decline has been the lowest. Fertility decline is linked to other changes - fewer Irish women are marrying, those who do tend to marry at an older age and child-rearing occurs over a shorter period of women’s lives.

Lack of Care Services
As lifestyles and social attitudes change, motherhood rather than marriage has become the key factor in the differing rates of paid employment among different groups of women. Although generational differences are very marked, statistical data consistently demonstrate the striking negative impact of motherhood on participation rates of Irish women - stronger in Ireland than in other EU economies. Strong evidence of the impact of motherhood on Irish women's participation in the formal economy may be found in the Report of the European Commission Childcare Network, "Mothers, Fathers and Employment 1985 -1991". This Report showed that the lowest level of participation of mothers in the formal economy anywhere in the European Community was in Ireland, at 38%. The range across the Community was recorded as varying between 38% and 75%. Of the 38% of Irish mothers who are active in the formal economy, 21% are employed full-time, 9% are employed part-time and the remaining 8% are unemployed. This Report also highlighted the situation of Lone Mothers in Ireland, only 20% of whom were in employment - a figure which represents the lowest level of employment of lone mothers anywhere in Europe.  

A critical barrier to accessing paid employment among mothers in Ireland is the lack of State support for childcare services. Ireland has the lowest rate of publicly funded pre-school childcare facilities within the EU - only a tiny percentage of pre-school children have access to such services, which are generally confined to ‘children at risk’ categories. There is no tax relief for childcare costs and only a small number of large employers provide subsidised facilities. Private childcare is costly for working mothers although childcare work itself is generally badly paid and often unregistered.

"At present, Ireland has a low level (2%) of publicly funded nursery provision, for less than 2% of children; no nursery education; and a heavy reliance on playgroups offering short hours of attendance and with little public funding. Many children (64% of 4 year olds and 99% of 5 year old) begin at primary school before the compulsory school starting age of 6; yet resources in many schools do not adequately meet the needs of these young children."   (McKenna, 1992)

Despite the image which Ireland cultivates as a child and family-oriented society, there is an abysmally low level of support in terms of back up services for families where women wish to secure and maintain paid employment. Together with the almost total lack of publicly supported childcare services, Ireland has no provisions for parental leave, restricted maternity leave and no statutory provisions for family leave. The emphasis on the family is ideological rather than economic and serves to restrict opportunities and choices for women and to reinforce economic dependency.

As a consequence, gender patterning on the Irish labour market is pervasive. A particularly strong feature of this kind of segregation in Ireland is the link between the kind of jobs women are crowded into, such as nursing, teaching, personal services, clothing, retailing and catering and the roles which women have been traditionally confined to in the domestic or private spheres of Irish society. Women also account for the vast majority (70%) of all those in part-time employment in Ireland - around three times as many women as men are engaged in regular part-time work. 

“ Of the 137,000 part-time workers in 1994, some 98,000 or over seven in ten were women. Over one in four females in employment were working part-time compared to just one in twenty men. Just over one half of female part-time employees were in the prime 25-44 age group whereas male part-time employment was much more evenly distributed by age. Seven in ten female part-time employees were married whereas half of all male part-time workers were single. ” (National Economic and Social Forum, 1995.)

Part-Time employment among women is carried out mainly by married women in the middle to older age groups. It occurs predominantly in the services sector, for example retailing, catering, cleaning and also professional and commercial services. Together with occupational segregation, which confines women to a small number of jobs areas, this is part of another aspect of job segregation on the Irish labour market : women account for most of the low-paid, casual, part-time and precarious employment (Employment Equality Agency 1995). A key reason for this is that where women have established access to paid employment, they continue to carry the primary caring responsibilities in the home and social support systems for women in employment are very limited. Over-representation of women among the low paid is a characteristic of all EU countries but the majority operate a safety net based on minimum wage protection. Ireland and the UK are the only two EU countries without a statutory minimum wage, and are also the two countries with the highest incidence of low pay.

Economic Dependency and Poverty

Despite the current focus on the rate of GNP growth in Ireland, deepening inequalities in income distribution are increasingly evident. One in three people live at or below the poverty line in Ireland and the gap between the lowest and the highest income groups is widening. Analysis of the statistical data indicates that the level of poverty is rising and that there are specific groups within the population which are particularly vulnerable to poverty. Certain groups of women are particularly affected by and at risk of poverty : women rearing children on their own, those in low paid work, traveller women, homeless women, elderly women (frequently living alone), women full time carers of elderly or ill relatives, women dependent on social welfare or partners of low paid workers and social welfare claimants, women with disabilities, women who have suffered violence or abuse and lesbian women. It is estimated that around 300,000 women live in poverty today in Ireland - and many are involved in rearing children, carrying the burden of their protection and care in situations of disadvantage. (Daly 1993)

A particular feature of the economic situation of women in Ireland is the way in which women are structured into economic dependency by their exclusion and marginalisation from paid employment, by the fact that the majority of unpaid work in Ireland is done by women and by the way in which State structures, together with legal and cultural systems, operate to reinforce and reproduce that economic dependency. Only a minority of Irish women have access to an independent earned income. Others are reliant on earnings and welfare payments which are received by the male in the household. 58% of women getting child benefit have no other source of income. 53% of Irish women working full-time in the home are totally economically dependent on their partners. (Magill, November 1997)

Dependency and inequality between women and men can be linked directly to violence against women - a widespread reality in contemporary Ireland not confined to any particular social class or geographical area. Recent research published by Women’s Aid revealed that 18% of women in this country have experienced abuse - over two-thirds of whom have never reported the abuse to the police, a doctor or a solicitor. Economic dependency and having ‘nowhere to go’ are the most frequently cited reasons by women as to why they do not leave violent and abusive relationships. (Women’s Aid 1996) Despite legislative and policy change little has been done to provide adequate accommodation for women experiencing abuse nor to develop a public awareness campaign against domestic violence (as has been done in relation to drug use, AIDs, speeding, drink driving, litter etc).

But dependency is not just something which results from the different positions of power occupied by women and men, dependency is something that is produced and reinforced by virtue of the kind of policies being pursued by the State and its various agencies. Economic activity is still organised on the basis that there is a full time unpaid adult in the home and therefore for the one in two women who work outside the home (on only 61% of male average earnings) the task of juggling home/school/ work/care falls on the woman.

The household-based nature of the social welfare system in Ireland (linked to a ‘male bread-winner’ model) has traditionally categorised women as ‘dependents’. This discriminatory practice has prevented women establishing themselves as welfare claimants in their own right (in households claiming unemployment payments, for example) thus excluding many from important training and employment schemes. Policies of switching household claimant status from men to women or splitting welfare payments (where agreement between partners is secured) in order to establish such access has had some limited effect but is not an option for many women, for example those living in situations of violence.

Support Systems
Support systems of different kinds are critical to the attainment of greater equality in access to and participation in economic and social life by women. Women in Ireland continue to carry the burden of care responsibilities in the home and, in the absence of ‘family-friendly’ employment policies, experience systematic disadvantage as a consequence. As has been detailed above, the employment rate of women with dependent children is significantly lower in Ireland than in most other EU countries and is particularly low among lone mothers and mothers with three or more dependent children.

There is no provision in Ireland for family leave for those in employment. While a few individual employers do provide for such leave, there is no statutory entitlement for women (or men) to take time off from work to care for sick children or other family members. As a result, the majority of women are vulnerable to enormous pressures in work which can discourage them from seeking employment and/or disadvantages them in the workplace. 

In addition, there is no provision for paternity or parental leave in Ireland, which when added to a restricted provision for maternity leave forces many women off the labour market and can be the basis for discriminatory treatment on their return. Women’s interrupted work histories, which are largely not provided for in employment policy, have the longer-term effect of disadvantaging women in promotional and career development opportunities in employment, and make it particularly difficult for women to maintain and upgrade their skills and qualifications. It is hardly surprising that women find themselves crowded into the lower levels of the jobs hierarchy, paid significantly less than their male counterparts and in many instances discouraged from employment in the first place. Compared to countries which provide for extended periods of leave as well as publicly supported care services, Irish society demonstrates a serious lack of commitment to the needs of women (and men) who wish to combine family and work responsibilities.

Conclusion

Key issues remain to be addressed in Ireland if the legislative and policy framework and the economy are to provide for and promote equality of opportunity and outcome for Irish women. It is clear from this analysis of the various new developments in policy that while gender equality has become a point of reference within certain parts of the policy-making process, equality issues, and gender equality in particular, are still not being centrally addressed in critical areas of public policy. There is a marked tendency to set equality at the margins of structural change and policy development. Key proposals for the long-term re-organisation of both public services and local government services are being put forward and implemented without any reference to equality of access and opportunity - only in employment policy is the question of gender equality specifically addressed. The national policy framework for gender equality has evolved significantly over recent years but it is still lacks the necessary comprehensive, systematic and measurable application across the policy spectrum.

Constitutional reform, together with the enactment of the proposed wider equality framework in statute law, need to be accompanied by specific policies, backed up with adequate resources, on childcare, combating violence against women, access to appropriate training, education and employment, reproductive choice, entitlements to family and parental leave, individualisation of the social welfare system, closing of the pay gap, protection of those in casual and low paid jobs and valuing unpaid work. Such policies need to be implemented within specific time-scales, aim to achieve specific outcomes and be subject to systematic monitoring and review. Women in situations of acute and multiple disadvantage need to be targeted at local and central policy level in a manner aimed at establishing economic independence based on an adequate income level and respect for the dignity, choices and desire to control their lives of all Irish women.

Notes :

1. Some of the information in this article has appeared in the Women and Development in Europe Bulletin 1998.
2. The TPFR projects the number of children a woman would have during her child-bearing years based on current age-specific fertility rates - a value of 2.1 is generally considered the population “replacement rate”.
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