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Equal Opportunities between women and men

(4 slides on the screen)
(slide 1)

Dear Friends,

The AER Observatory on Gender Issues is a place where politicians and civil servants actively involved in the improvement of equal opportunities for both men and women meet and exchange experience and best practices. Ideas and projects that proved to be successful in one European region can be implemented in another region, and participants can also learn from problems and pitfalls encountered by other regions while implementing a given idea or project. 
Among our activities in 2009, I need to mention that we took a close look at the new AER statutes, which are a great opportunity for AER to promote equal opportunities between women and men and take into account the proposals outlined in the Kiruna Declaration in 2006. You will most certainly agree with me that there is no modern European democracy without gender equality. We must fight the under-representation of elected women in AER, as it is a serious obstacle to the democratic legitimacy of our political organization. The General Secretariat goes a long way when it comes to making proposals in order to ensure that different nationalities are represented within the AER Presidium. The same efforts should be done in order to make sure that gender parity is respected in the above-mentioned Presidium.
Furthermore, we reflected thoroughly on the necessity of transforming our Observatory on Gender Issues, currently a mere working group of Committee 2, into a Standing Committee. We came up with a proposal at the Bureau meeting in Gothenburg, and I do hope you will all approve it. 
Before giving you more details on that specific issue in a couple of minutes, I would like also to stress the fact that we also initiated work on violence against women, a terrible crime that remains far too common! 
(slide 2)
In collaboration with the Belgian Institute for Equality between Women and Men, the Observatory on Gender Issues organized a seminar in Brussels. It allowed regions to get the latest information on the work of the European Institutions on this topic and valuable expertise from the European Women’s Lobby and the Institute for Equality between Women and Men. Ile-de-France and Murcia also presented their best practices in this field. 

We shall continue to tackle violence against women next year, meeting for a conference in Murcia, Spain.
Although this will not be the last time you will hear about AER standing tall against violence against women, I believe it is of the uttermost importance that we, the Regions of Europe, send a very clear message by adopting today our Declaration on Violence against women: we firmly condemn this crime, and we also strongly condemn any kind of tolerance of this crime, whatever the form it may take, whatever the context or the circumstance.
We also stress the importance of eliminating prejudices, customary practices and all other practices based on the idea of the inferiority or superiority of either of the sexes and on stereotyped roles for men and women.

(slide 3)

Political will and leadership are necessary to end violence against women. They are the engine that will make things move forward and change. Education and training – from kindergarten to training programs for police officers, physicians or judges – are the means political leaders need to use to promote equality and mutual respect between women and men, and make sure that violence against women is considered by all an unacceptable crime.
As said earlier, we shall continue to work on this issue next year, and I hope that many of you will join us in Murcia, Spain, to go further, develop new ideas and, hopefully, launch a pilot project in this field.
(slide 4)
Finally, as promised earlier and before submitting our documents to the General Assembly’ vote, I wish to say a few words about our proposal to transform the AER Observatory on Gender Issues, currently a working group in Committee 2, into an independent Standing Committee. 

Although the AER Observatory on Gender Issues enjoys collaborating with Committee 2 and strongly advocates increasing its interaction with this Committee, we believe that gender issues cannot be limited to social affairs and public health. We need to carry out interdisciplinary and cross-disciplinary work and it is essential that the Observatory on Gender Issues develop specific relations with Committees 1 & 3 and with the AER ruling bodies. We plan, for instance, to collaborate with Committee 1 in 2010 on a new initiative proposed by the region of Istanbul on “Women and entrepreneurship”. 

We would like to help AER to promote equality between women and men in every single aspect of its work, and that any program or partnership in which AER is a partner does not overlook the gender issues angle. The new Standing Committee has to make sure that gender issues are mainstreamed within AER, just as much as the AER Standing Committee on Monitoring and Evaluation is evaluating the work of all committees.  

Therefore, we propose that the AER Observatory on Gender Issues be granted rights equal to those of the two existing Standing Committees. Its President should become a full member of the AER Presidium and its budget be adapted accordingly, while it should be referred to as “AER Standing Committee on Equal Opportunities”.

I would like to make it very clear: we are not talking about a 4th Committee or a Committee D. We ask for a 3rd Standing Committee. Financial implications are almost ridiculous, yet equality between women and men is too important an issue for AER not to grant it the adequate political recognition.
Furthermore, we welcome the suggestion of the Bureau, which met in Gothenburg earlier this fall, to extend the current focus of the current Observatory on Gender Issues to all equality issues. This development is of course very positive, as AER, through declarations of its Observatory on Gender Issues, has already condemned all discrimination on grounds of gender, race or ethnic origin, religion or beliefs, disability, age or sexual orientation. However, it is very clear that gender issues and equality between women and men will remain the core issue of the new Standing Committee’s work, to which other equality issues will gradually be added, one block at a time.
I do hope that, following the lead of the AER Bureau gathered in Gothenburg earlier this fall, the AER General Assembly will support this proposal. I thank you for your attention.
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