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Equal opportunities: Regions at the forefront!
Dear Friends,

I feel particularly honored to be with you all, today in Brussels, to celebrate the 25th anniversary of the Assembly of European Regions. 
I am all the more happy to see that Equal Opportunities between Women and Men has found its way to the agenda of this celebration, because this particular topic has not really been a priority for AER until our current President, Michèle SABBAN, put it on the agenda of our association a few years ago. A very first AER declaration on “Women in Politics at Regional Level” was drafted in Turin in 1997, and a manifesto on “Women and Men Sharing the Power in the Decision-making Process in the Regions of Europe” followed in 2002, but AER had to wait for its current President - then the representative of her region in the AER Bureau – to push forward gender equality. I remember being by her side in Paris when we officially launched an AER working group on equal opportunities between women and men, and I would like to thank her for her personal involvement in this field, because I believe that fair is fair.
Women make up more than 50 % of the electorate, yet remain heinously under-represented in public life. Add to this the 18 per cent pay gap, shocking figures showing that one in five women has suffered domestic violence and the high poverty risk for women, it is clear that more must be done to promote equality and make Europe fairer for everyone. Recognizing this, AER set up its Observatory on Gender Issues, which has enabled regional politicians to work together to help close the gender gap, exchange examples of best practice and start collaboration and interregional projects. The observatory was transformed into a fully-fledged Standing Committee at the 2009 AER General Assembly in Belfort, a few months ago. This move is a major political recognition, and I believe it is a fair one: gender equality, after all, is a core value of the EU and a prerequisite for any true democracy. Just by existing, our standing committee on equal opportunities proclaims that regions of Europe take equal opportunities between women and men very seriously.

Regions have a role to play in achieving equal opportunities for all. Of course, it is important to recognize the need for a tailored approach when addressing the issue of gender equality, with some regions enjoying far more autonomy than others. For example, all 17 of Spain's autonomous regions have their own women's institute and specific action plans. However, even those with fewer competencies can still help promote equal opportunities. For instance, women who made it in regional politics can act as role models for other women and younger girls, and initiate partnerships with other regions, thanks to networks such as AER.
Regions can be very active in equal opportunities, such as the Spanish Regions. Spain has made tackling gender violence a key priority of its EU Presidency, and we are looking forward to getting their conclusions and to keeping on working on this terrible plight. It is important for AER to prevent gender-related violence and educate boys and girls to become well-balanced adults, free from stereotypes and able to develop violence-free relationships. And some regions have recently implemented ambitious programs, such as Murcia, in Spain. Its Women’s Institute has, for example, developed an interesting program for young adults called “la Máscara del amor”, the “Mask of love”. It consists of some specific educational material, in order to inform and train teachers to prevent gender-related violence among young adults, as well as to help those young adults to detect early signs of violent behaviors. Too often, family-inherited stereotypes and lack of experience make them prone to unknowingly accept inappropriate behaviors in their relationships or from their love interests.

Another Spanish example is “Lidera” – “leader”, with an ending denoting the feminine gender of the word -, a program designed by the Autonomous Community of Madrid in order to break the so-called ceiling-glass. I believe women can be as good leaders as men, whatever the sector and specificities of a company, and this program gives them the necessary tools to be good, assertive leaders. While integrating a specific gender approach to the training of these women, it also coaches them so that they get that little extra self-confidence that can make the difference and help them land the job!

In the French-speaking Community of Wallonia-Brussels in Belgium, the Women’s University and the Directorate for Equal Opportunities have launched a web site called “Bouge ta pomme” (which could be roughly translated as “Move on up!”) which offers educational material in order to help young adults get all the relevant information they need concerning their sexual and reproductive rights, with a straightforward and legal approach. The web site tackles many issues, including those sensitive ones such as abortion, virginity or sexual mutilation. Young adults need to know that they have sexual and reproductive rights, and that these rights need to be respected, but also defended. For instance, even if Belgium can be proud of being among the very first nations to grant equal rights to Gays and Lesbians, including marriage and adoption, homophobia has not totally disappeared despite a series of anti-discrimination laws. It is therefore important that teachers work with young adults so that they are properly informed about their rights and those of others. The fight against obscurantism is not over yet.
I could give you quite a long list of other actions undertaken by Regions, and I would probably leave out too many of them! However, I would like to add a few words about our AER Standing Committee on Equal Opportunities. I wish it to remain a platform where local and regional politicians and civil servants can meet and exchange examples of best practice. AER meetings and conferences allow them to meet and discuss with experts, representatives from the EU Institutions and other stakeholders, such as the European Women’s Lobby, and get the latest information. In the past, there have been quite a few projects that have been initiated during a meeting of our former Observatory on Gender Issues. I believe it is invigorating to realize that, for instance, a large region such as Ile-de-France has got the idea to set up a resource center for the equality between women and men after one of their elected politicians participated in a visit organized by AER to a similar facility in Brussels. Or that an interregional partnership such as “Gender4Growth”, which objective is to update the partners’ economic policies with enough consideration to gender issues, was inspired after our 2007 conference on equal opportunities in Timisoara.
Under my leadership, I wish our new AER Standing Committee on Equal Opportunities to develop a fruitful collaboration with other AER Committees. In 2010, we initiated such a collaboration with Committee 1. Thanks to the invitation and support of the Istanbul Provincial Council, we could organize a Conference on Women Entrepreneurship in this beautiful metropolis on the banks of the Bosphorus. It attracted more than 200 participants, and gave birth to a specific two-day module of our AER Training Academy on that specific topic. The first edition took place at the beginning of the month, hopefully to be followed by others.
I wish to conclude my speech by stating that until 5 years ago, only 10% of the members of the AER Presidium were women. I can inform you that today, thanks to President SABBAN’s support, we have reached 30%. I do hope that we shall not have to wait until the celebration of the AER 50th anniversary in order to get a fair representation of 50%. I do ask you to bring that message back home and I thank you for your attention.
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