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Women Entrepreneurship

AER Conference, Istanbul, March 25, 2010

Monica Carlsson (speech)
Dear Mr. Yalçıntaş, President of the İstanbul Chamber of Commerce,
Dear Mr. Albayrak, Vice-President Istanbul Provincial Council

Dear Mr.Güler, Governor of Istanbul

Dear Mrs Kavaf, Minister of State in Charge of Women and Family

Honored guests and speakers,

Ladies and gentlemen, dear participants,
I am very happy and honored to be with you today in the ancient and enchanting city of Istanbul, at the heart of one of the world’s largest and most vibrant metropolises, where venerable ottoman architecture and picturesque marketplaces harmoniously mingle with modern skyscrapers and top-of-the-art infrastructures. Istanbul is not only the place where Europe and Asia meet, it is also a city where you can take in yesterday and tomorrow at a single glance, a city that cherishes its past while embracing with open arms its future.
I would therefore like to thank very warmly the Istanbul region – and Mr. Albayrak in particular – for inviting the Assembly of European Regions to organize this conference on women entrepreneurship in this inspiring city. I would also like to thank the Istanbul Provincial Council and the Chamber of Commerce of Istanbul for making this day come true.
Economists now unanimously agree that women entrepreneurship is an important untapped source of economic growth, and by promoting and supporting women entrepreneurship, regions and states 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. 
However, it is a fact that they still represent a minority of all entrepreneurs. In Europe less than 30% of new businesses are established by women. There exists a market failure discriminating against women’s possibility to become entrepreneurs and their possibility to become successful entrepreneurs. This market failure needs to be addressed by policy makers so that the economic potential of these women can be fully utilized.

The topic of women entrepreneurship has been largely neglected until recently. Not only have women lower participation rates in entrepreneurship than men but they also generally choose to start and manage firms in different industries than men tend to do. The industries chosen by women – such as primarily retail, education and other service industries – are often perceived as being less important to economic development and growth than, for instance, high-technology and manufacturing. Furthermore, mainstream research, policies and programs too often do not take into account the specific needs of women entrepreneurs and would-be women entrepreneurs. As a consequence, equal opportunity between men and women from the perspective of entrepreneurship is still not a reality.

Although we have come a long way since the beginning of the twentieth century, equality between women and men still has many obstacles to overcome before it can be a reality for every single one of our citizens. As a woman who has fought for women’s rights and equal opportunities between women and men in her country, I believe these obstacles will only be overcome if women and men work hand in hand. As mentioned in the Declaration adopted by the Assembly of European Regions in my hometown of Kiruna, in Northern Sweden, I believe that gender equality is not an issue that opposes the sexes, but rather one that calls for a partnership leading towards mutual enrichment in all possible respects. I therefore would like to stress the importance of the involvement of men in equality projects and have always encouraged the development of programs to raise awareness among men and young boys on equal opportunities.
As President of the Standing Committee on Equal Opportunities of the Assembly of European Regions, I often have the privilege to praise women who have made an important contribution to the improvement of women’s rights. I am however all the more happy to pay tribute today to a man who has had a tremendously positive impact on women’s rights and who needs to be a role model for all of us: I would like to pay tribute to the founder and first President of Turkish Republic, Mr. Mustafa Kemal Atatürk, who has always shown an abiding faith in the vital importance of women in society, and who has launched many reforms to give Turkish women equal rights and opportunities, including full political rights. It is noteworthy to know that women obtained the right to vote in Turkey before they did so in France, Italy or Belgium for instance.
I invite you all to follow the steps of President Atatürk and to play your part in contributing to changing mentalities. Before I give the floor to my colleague Håkan Sandgrén, who will focus more on the economic aspects and the work of AER on women entrepreneurship, as well as to our panel of prestigious experts, 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.
I am sure that this conference will allow all of us to understand better the challenges of women entrepreneurship and acquire a valuable knowledge on how to help promote it. Our panel of renowned experts includes representatives of the European Commission as well as of regions from Turkey, Germany, Sweden and Spain, and I would like to thank all of them for having joined us today in beautiful Istanbul.
I thank you for your attention and would like to give the floor to Mr. Håkan Sandgrén, President of the AER Committee on Economy and Regional Development.
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