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AER Bureau

Brussels, BE
June 15, 2010
Standing Committee on Equal Opportunities
Dear Members of the AER Bureau, dear Friends,

I am Maja Sedlarevic, Vice-President of the Government of the Autonomous Province of Vojvodina, Serbia, and Vice-President of the AER Standing Committee on Equal Opportunities.

I am very happy to take the floor on behalf of Mrs. Monica CARLSSON, County Commissioner in Norrbotten, Sweden, and President of our Standing Committee, to give you an update about this newly created body within AER. There are elections in Sweden on September 19, 2010, and Mrs. Carlsson was asked to represent her political party in a very important meeting today in Stockholm. She sends her warmest regards to President Sabban and to all of you present at this Bureau meeting in Brussels.
As you all know, the AER Standing Committee on Equal Opportunities is a place where politicians and civil servants actively involved in the improvement of equal opportunities can 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. 
As a new body within AER, the Standing Committee on Equal Opportunities has been asked by the AER General Assembly in Belfort to mainstream equal opportunities in all AER bodies, as well as to open up to other equality issues, such as Gay rights for instance.
To proceed in an orderly manner, we started a fruitful collaboration with Committee 1.

We indeed joined efforts to organize a very successful conference on Women Entrepreneurship, attended by more than 200 participants, as well as a Training Academy on that same topic. I would like to take the opportunity to thank very warmly, on behalf of AER, the Region of Istanbul for having hosted both events on the banks of the Bosphorus and faithfully followed the example of President Kemal Atatürk, who has had a tremendously positive impact on women’s rights in Turkey, launching many reforms that granted, among other things, the right to vote to Turkish women before it was granted to their sisters in France, Italy or Belgium.
Women entrepreneurship is an important topic for both Committee 1 and the AER Standing Committee on Equal Opportunities. Economists now unanimously agree that women entrepreneurship is an important source of economic growth, and by promoting and supporting women entrepreneurship, regions contribute to women’s self-fulfillment, creating wealth for their communities and, overall, improving the lives of their citizens. I believe women entrepreneurship is a very important topic for all our regions. Women entrepreneurs not only create new jobs for themselves and others, but they also provide society with different solutions to management, organization and business problems as well as to the exploitation of entrepreneurial opportunities.
I would like to stress my belief that promoting women entrepreneurship is above all linked to changing mentalities and adopting adequate laws for a better work-life balance for all.

The traditional views about the role of women in society lead to greater difficulties for women in balancing family responsibilities with working in fast-moving and competitive sectors that expect long and flexible working hours or constant training to be up-to-date with new technological development and market opportunities. It is too often accepted that men put all their efforts and 100% of their time in their businesses, while women have to deal with domestic chores and raise children on top of their working day. There is a need for making women who are already entrepreneurs more visible, so that they can act as role models. Young women need to understand that you can be a good mother and a good entrepreneur, that successful business women are not all mean spinsters, as some would like to have us believe. Affordable child-care and a shared responsibility in raising children – through, for instance, mandatory parental leaves for fathers – are two examples, among others, of how we can give equal opportunities to all the women and men who wish to create their own businesses.


There are of course other challenges to overcome for women to be able to become successful entrepreneurs, such as the lack of access to relevant business network, which are essential to develop business ideas, meet potential clients, suppliers or business partners. Or greater difficulties in accessing finance, notably because of prejudice. And I believe we are all well aware that adequate education and training are, of course, essential.

I am convinced that our regions can help in many ways. Beyond policies aiming at a better work-life balance, there are very practical steps to be taken by regions. Regions can for instance provide specific training for women in order to help them start their businesses. They can set up help-desks to advice them on legal or financial issues, assisting them in starting or expanding their businesses. It is very important to fight against the confinement of women entrepreneurs and offer them a place where they can go to when faced with business questions. Providing loans or micro-credits can also be a tool, as financial support cannot be left only to banks and financial institutions.
Women entrepreneurship, however, is not the only concern of the AER Standing Committee on Equal Opportunities in 2010.

Both a working meeting and a conference are still in the pipeline for 2010. 
Scheduled for late September/early October, a working meeting will take place either in Brussels or in Valencia, in order to finalize our working program for the year and a half to come, meet up with relevant partners and organize elections within our Standing Committee in time before the next Bureau meeting in Pula. We are dedicated to initiate specific collaborations with the other two AER committees, as well as with the AER Youth Regional Network, on issues to be agreed upon. Violence against women should remain an important topic; however, due to the apparent lack of interest in our Regions, we shall focus on other topics as well, such as a gender-approach of health issues, which could be a perfect topic for an increased collaboration with Committee 2.
We of course wish to expand our scope, and in order not to limit ourselves to equal opportunities between women and men, we invite all regions to come forward with proposals, such as President Carlsson’s proposal on fighting against homophobia, which will be discussed during our next working meeting.

As mentioned a few moments ago, we would like to organize a two-day conference in late November or early December, and we invite all AER members to express their interest in hosting such an event.

I would like to conclude my intervention by reminding you that we welcome all feedback and suggestions, so if your region has not already done so, please send us your views to help form this new body.
I thank you for your attention.
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