Promote Gender Equality and Empower Women and Education
Northern Ireland Women’s European Platform welcomes the opportunity to respond
to the priority theme the Challenges and achievements in the implementation of the
Millennium Development Goals for women and girls and the review theme access
and participation of women and girls to education, training, science and technology,
including for the promotion of women’s equal access to full employment and decent
work.
While Northern Ireland Women’s European Platform (NIWEP) recognise that the
impact of the eight MDGs on women’s lives it has agreed to specifically respond in
its statement to the third MDG gender equality and women’s empowerment.
The indicators to monitor progress to achieve this goal are education, employment
and political participation and the UN should not only monitor member states but to
develop time bound targets to implement these indicators. While NIWEP agrees the
indicators mentioned above are all essential in gender equality it would argue that
most importantly without women in political participation and decision-making roles
the delivery of any of the MDGs for women will be impossible.
Although we can identify models of good practice by those member states who
through legislation have fully implemented international mechanism – Rwanda and
Liberia implementing UNSCR 1325, France legislating for quotas on Boards - in
reality the participation globally of women in political and public life continue to be
very under-represented. In Northern Ireland this is the case with regard to electoral
politics, public appointments, private sector boards and key institutions including the
judiciary and bodies associated with peace building.
In the 2011 elections to the Northern Ireland Legislative Assembly less than 20% of
the 108 Members elected were women. While this was an increase on the previous
figure of 13% it is still dismally low and compares unfavourably with parliaments in
the rest of the UK with female representation of 35% in the Scottish Parliament and
41% in the Welsh Assembly.
In the 2011 Northern Ireland Assembly elections the candidate list was 83% male.
22% of Westminster MPs, elected from Northern Ireland are women and two of its
three MEPs are women. At local government level only 23% of councillors are
women. The Sex Discrimination (Election Candidates) Act 2002 which allows
positive action in relation to women’s political participation has not been used in
Northern Ireland.
There has been no improvement in the representation of women on public bodies in
Northern Ireland since the UK Government last reported to the CEDAW Committee
in 2008.

Figures for 2011-2012 show that 33% of members of public bodies are women –
down 1% on the previous year; 18% of chairs of public bodies are women (down 4%
on the previous year) and 27% of all applications received were from women.
The representation on women in public bodies is a highly significant issue in
Northern Ireland as these bodies are responsible for key areas of social policy
provision – including housing, health and social services, education and training,
police and equality and human rights issues.
In its CEDAW report 2013 the UK government report referred to the ‘aspiration’ that
by 2015, 50% of all new appointments being made to public boards will be women
but no detail of how this will be achieved. There is no reference to any specific
initiatives to increase the number of women in public life in Northern Ireland.
Furthermore Northern Ireland is a society still emerging from over 30 years of violent
conflict. A considerable body of international work has emphasised the importance
of women’s participation in politics and decision making to the creation of peaceful
and stable societies yet there has been no evidence in recent changes to
administrative structures in Northern Ireland.

STEM
In Northern Ireland the overall positive picture of educational attainment for girls
masks a number of concerns regarding the equality of outcome for girls in relation to
education and training, including the intersectionality between class and gender
(resulting in very poor prospects for girls who leave school with no qualifications) and
the deeply embedded gender stereotyping with regard to subjects and vocational
courses taken by girls and young women.
There continues to be problems regarding the provision of non-gendered careers
advice and the active encouragement of young women into non-traditional areas.
In Northern Ireland, as in other parts of the UK, there is a strong emphasis on the
STEM subjects and growth in the number of students taking these subjects has been
strongly linked to strategies to develop the NI economy.
Only 9% of participants in apprenticeships in science, technology, engineering,
mathematics and related areas are female. In 2013, 2% of participants on
programme led apprenticeships in what has been defined by government as
‘economically important’ areas are female. At higher education level 74% of
students taking courses in Computer Science are male, in Engineering and
Technology it is 80% and 70% in Architecture, Building and Planning.

Little has changed in terms of gender segregation in subject areas over the last
fifteen years. It has been acknowledged by government that given the dominance of
men in the above areas that most of the growth sectors identified for the NI economy
‘will be heavily populated by male employees’.
Northern Ireland has a very high proportion of young people not in education,
employment or training (NEET). Many young women who have left school early or
with no qualifications do so as a result of broader factors such as poverty, young
motherhood, abuse and domestic violence, and caring responsibilities.
A government study showed that young women who are not in education,
employment or training are much more likely to have an identified barrier to
participation (42%) than young men (9%). However, the subsequent strategy to
address the issue of NEET makes no specific reference to these gender issues and
contains no proposals to address them.
We welcome the statement by the Minister for Employment and Learning for
Northern Ireland that gender issues will be a major aspect of the forthcoming review
of the careers strategy and that it is an aspect of the review of apprenticeships and
youth training. It is important that this includes addressing gender stereotyping in
teaching training and careers training.

Recommendations for Implementation of MDG 3 – Women in Politics and
Decision Making


Governments need to take urgent and appropriate action to ensure that
UN1325 is fully implemented to ensure the inclusion of women in decision
making positions in pre and post conflicts



Governments need to commit to introducing temporary special measures
(including time bound targets) to address the continued under-representation
of women in political and public life



Governments need to adopt positive measures to increase women in political
parties and to include incentives to political parties which will ensure
implementation

Recommendations in relation to women and girls to education, training,
science and technology


Governments need to take urgent action to address the severe underrepresentation of women in STEM areas and address the immediate need of
tackling gender stereotyping in teacher training and in training for careers
advisers



Government to be specific about responsibility for addressing deficits in these
areas and targets to be set and the measures to be adopted to reach these



Governments need to research and recognises the reasons for young women
becoming not in education, employment or training (NEET) and commits to
take measures to address these causes and to provide appropriate support

