29 April 2008

Jacqui Rose 

Department of Enterprise Trade and Investment 

Economics Division 

Netherleigh 

Massey Avenue 

Belfast 

BT4 2JP
Dear Ms Rose

RE:  Response to DETI Corporate Plan 2008 – 2011
Northern Ireland Rural Women’s Network (NIRWN) is a regional network established to articulate the voices of women in rural areas.  It is jointly funded by Department of Agricultural and Rural Development (DARD) and Department for Social Development (DSD) under the EU BSP Programme.  

NIRWN has four key objectives:

· developing weak community infrastructure in areas where little or no community based rural women’s groups exist,

· increasing rural women’s capacity and opportunities to influence decision-making and policy formulation,

· running Northern Ireland wide communication campaigns with a local focus, highlighting the value of rural women’s contribution,

· offering a training and capacity building programme to rural women across the region.

NIRWN welcomes the opportunity to respond to the draft DETI Corporate Plan: 2008 – 2011.  NIRWN through its policy work strives to highlight the inequalities that rural women face.  NIRWN recognises the benefits of the social economy, and anticipated that DETI’s Corporate Plan would have set targets that seek to promote female entrepreneurship.  The gender neutral Corporate Plan, does not address key economic inequalities that currently exist.  The objectives and target set do not demonstrate any awareness of gender inequality.  
Economic  equality  can  be  defined  as  the  ability  of  men  and  women  to support the same standard of living for themselves over their lifetime.  Men and women can only have equal chances for achieving the same standard of living if they have the same distribution of opportunity and outcomes throughout their life, Folbre (1985).

The Corporate Plan must offer a social, as well as an economic vision, with a clear commitment to equality.
As outlined in point 2.2 the Programme for Government (PFG) states ‘It is important to recognise that sustainable economic growth is not an end in itself.  It is intended to address inequality and poverty, which raising general prosperity’.   

Without investment in gender equality, social cohesion and sustainable development, including strong policy commitments in these areas, NIRWN holds the belief that the Northern Ireland economy will suffer.  

The Women and Work Commission found that increasing women’s participation in the economy and breaking down the gender segregation of jobs (whereby women and men make job choices constrained by traditional stereotypes) could be worth between £15 billion and £23 billion per year for the UK economy.  Contained within the Economic Overview of the Corporate Plan we are disappointed that DETI did not take the opportunity to highlight the opportunity to increase women’s participation in the economy.

The Global Entrepreneurship Monitor (GEM) study in 2002 found a continuing low level of female self-employment, with a concentration of work being in the lower paid service sector. Women face barriers to self-employment, the Small Business Service have found these barriers through their research to be; the supply of finance, the demand for finance, access to suitable advice and support. Women’s access to finance is hindered by the use of credit scoring, as they are less likely to have a traceable credit history. 

Research also points to the fact that women still encounter prejudice in their efforts to start and run a business in that they are more afraid of debt than men and they own fewer assets, so it will be a bigger risk for them to invest money. They are less likely to be able to provide collateral, and they perceive that lenders may be more prejudiced against them. Business support may not be flexible enough as working mothers may need childcare, and flexible transport to allow them to develop their ideas. (GEM, 2002).

Given that Invest NI will no longer run its Investing in Women Initiative, NIRWN would like to pose the question as to how DETI plans to address the inequalities that women face in entrepreneurship?   

According to the World Economic Forum, “no country in the world, no matter how advanced, has achieved true gender equality”. In 2005 the Forum analysed women’s educational, economic and political wellbeing around the world. For “economic opportunity”, the UK came 41st. The top seven countries for women were Denmark, Norway, Hungary, the Czech Republic, Estonia and Latvia.  

Outlined in the Corporate Plan is an objective to promote a competitive and outward looking economy.  We would anticipate that organisations selected would advocate a strong ethos of gender equality.   

NIRWN are committed to creating an environment in which rural women have the broadest range of options open to them. A key priority set out in the Corporate Plan is to increase employment.  We believe that DETI along with other government departments have a key role to play to break down current barriers that women face to employment including transport, childcare and changing stereotypes.  Research carried out by The Equal Opportunities Commission in May 2004 identified that three-quarters of the 290,000 UK women of working age with degrees in Science, Engineering or Technology fail to take up careers in those fields despite having had related work experience. DETI needs to encourage employers to challenge assumptions about job content and employment patterns that put barriers in the way of women wishing to pursue careers in science and technology.  

NIRWN recommends, under Public Service Agreement (PSA) for Increasing Employment that gender sub-targets are set.  We would advocate that key actions would be to seek to increase female entrepreneurship and employment opportunities.
NIRWN welcomes DETI commitment to leading on the development of a new and adapted Social Economy Policy.  NIRWN advocates the mechanism of mainstreaming social issues into macroeconomic policy. The idea of mainstreaming is more fluid than adding-on. It should be developed in the context of trying to change policies to promote gender equality and an improvement in the position of women. Elson and Cagatay, (2000), argue that there are three important social biases in much current macroeconomic policy: deflationary bias, male breadwinner bias and commodification (or privatisation) bias. If social policy is to be integrated with economic policy, these biases must be overcome.  .
NIRWN recommends that the development of a Social Economy Policy should be formed on the basis of promoting gender equality and improvement in the position of women.

DETI has highlighted the importance of investment in science and innovation as key to productivity growth for the economy. It has identified a strong supply of Science, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics (STEM) as an essential part of potential investment. Research has demonstrated that if occupational segregation were challenged skills shortages in sectors where men predominate could be met, for example in construction, plumbing and Information and Communications Technology (ICT). The Department of Trade and Industry in October 2004 indicated occupational segregation is a key area to address if the Government’s long-term objectives for science and innovation are to be realised: ‘Occupational segregation is rooted in the bigger picture of maximising potential in the workplace and in the economy. At a time when globalisation and new technology are sharpening competition, we need to find new ways to raise productivity.’ 

The Engineering Council in 2002 outlined a number of key statistics:
· Women constituted only 18% of applicants accepted to engineering degree courses in 2000 

· Only 11% of engineering students in FE colleges are female and only 18% of undergraduates in higher education are female 

· Women are also seriously under-represented in the engineering industry  

· Only 20% of engineering employees are female. 21% of these employees are operators/assemblers and 71% are clerical/ admin staff 

· Only 6% of professional engineers are female 

· Only 11% of managers are female.

An article in The Guardian in 2002 revealed that although some 42% or 40,000 girls take ICT GCSE, by A-level the numbers had dropped to 4,430, compared with 10,500 boys. Just 33% of girls take up modern technology apprenticeships. Men outnumber women by over five to one in the ICT sector.
Given the statistics presented, NIRWN would like to seek clarification as to how DETI plans to ensure that women will be represented in what are currently perceived as male dominated sectors.  

The recommendations set out in the Women and Work Commission “Towards a Fairer Future”, would greatly assist in the implementation of improving skill levels and reducing disadvantage in the labour market leading to a stronger economy.
NIRWN advocates that DETI and DEL develop a more thorough approach to ensure that females are steered towards subjects and jobs that make the most of their skills and talents rather than simply continue to conform to traditional gender stereotypes.  
NIRWN welcomes DETI’s commitment to equality considerations and reference to the Gender Equality Strategy.  However given the growing national and international obligations in relation to the inclusion of women and recognition of the benefits that such inclusive working can produce to the economy, we would advocate a stronger commitment throughout the Corporate Plan of gender mainstreaming.  
If you have any queries, or require further clarification on any of the points, please do not hesitate to contact me.

Yours sincerely

Nora Smith 

Policy Officer

NIRWN

