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The European Union through women’s eyes 
Gender equality is a fundamental right, a common value of the EU, and a necessary condition for achieving the EU’s objectives of growth, employment and social cohesion. Equal participation of women and men in decision-making symbolises the level of political maturity of societies.
About 80 years ago women in most European countries secured for themselves the right to vote and the right to participate in politics and in the decision-making process. Since then they have been present in parliaments, governments and public bodies, but under-represented. 

Although this imbalanced representation of women and men in politics conflicts with fundamental democratic principles, there is still no equal participation of women in political decision-making processes.
The European Union as an institutional environment is rarely examined from the perspective of women’s equal opportunities. Yet this aspect should not be overlooked, for EU institutions issue directives and guidelines, and therefore the patterns they follow and the examples they set for themselves are of special relevance.  The EU has been exposed to a multitude of positive impacts and expectations regarding the issue of increasing women’s participation in politics and, as a result, it has set up its equality programmes in line with its own value system.
Although the EU plays a positive role in increasing the political opportunities for women and the European Union’s efforts to increase women’s participation in decision-making have been consistent and certain progress has been achieved, women are still under-represented in all spheres of power in most Member States and in the EU Institutions. This remains a major challenge for our democracies. Despite some positive changes, uncertainties cannot be neglected. If we believe in the values of democracy based on the representation and participation of citizens, then we cannot leave half of the population outside the structures of power.
Apart from the institutional environment, the European Union’s diversity is another factor that has an impact on the EU’s women’s policy. So far as equal opportunities for women are concerned, EU member states have different experiences, cultures and levels of development: just consider the differences between Scandinavia, Southern Europe and Central and Eastern Europe.
Gender equality is also an asset for business. European economies must reap the potential of all human talent at their disposal if they are to be competitive in the face of globalisation. As progress in this field has been too slow, a more strategic action involving all stakeholders is needed to improve the situation.

Current situation

2007, the European Year of Equal Opportunities for All and the 50th anniversary of gender equality policy is left behind and the European Commission presented the report “Women and men in decision-making 2007”  -  analysis of the situation and trends.

In 2006, the Roadmap for equality between men and women” identified six priority areas for EU action on gender equality over a five year period through to 2010. Alongside active policy measures, one of the actions identified for the Commission was to support activities to raise awareness of equality issues in the decision-making process and promote research based on comparable European data.

With 52%, women make up the majority of the EU population. They are better educated than ever before and are becoming increasingly involved in working life

Participation of women in:

EU institutions
Slow progress in the European Institutions generally, but the European Parliament shows the way.
The proportion of women amongst senior officials of the three main EU Institutions (European Commission, Council of the European Union, and European Parliament) rose from below 14% in 1999 to nearer 20% in 2007. All three organisations showed an improved performance in terms of female representation in decision-making positions but the Council and Commission (16% and 18% respectively) still lag significantly behind the Parliament (33%). Indeed, whilst the Parliament manages to marginally exceed the EU average for the proportion of women amongst senior civil servants in national dministrations, the Commission and Council still lag some way behind and have significant room for improvement.

European Parliament  

- 
about 33%

European Council


-
about 16 %

European Commission 

– 
about 18%

Economic and Social Committee
– 
about 17%
Committee of the Regions 

– 
about 14%
National parliaments

In 1995, women accounted for only just over 10% of members of parliament worldwide. Since that time, there has been a steady, if slow, improvement so that by July 2007 women accounted for over 17% of members of national parliaments globally.

The European Union performs better than average with the proportion of women members of parliament (single/lower house) rising from 16% in 1997 to 24% in 2007, though this is still well below the so-called critical mass of 30%, deemed to be the minimum necessary for women to exert meaningful influence on politics.

Regional assemblies

At regional level, women have a stronger political voice than at national level, with an average of 30% representation in regional assemblies. There is, however, significant variation between countries, from 48% women in both Sweden and France to below 15% in Slovakia, Hungary and Italy.

National governments

On average, men outnumber women in the cabinets of EU governments by around three to one (24% women, 76% men). Although a commitment to balanced representation is evident in some countries - Spain (41% women), Sweden (46%), Norway (53%) and Finland (60%) – the cabinets of Slovakia, Greece and Turkey include just one woman each and that of Romania has no

women members at all. Only eight of the current twenty-seven EU Member States have ever had a woman prime minister (or equivalent position) - the United Kingdom, Portugal, Lithuania (twice), France, Poland, Bulgaria, Finland and Germany (current).

Central Banks

The central banks of all twenty-seven EU Member States are led by a male governor. On average, the highest decision-making bodies of EU central banks include five men for every woman. Sweden and Norway lead the way, but they are the only two European central banks with more than one in three women in such senior positions.

In seven EU Member States (Czech Republic, Germany, Greece, Italy, Cyprus, Portugal, and Slovenia) and in Turkey, the highest decision-making body of the central bank is comprised solely of men.

It is a similar picture at European level where all three of the financial institutions

(European Central Bank, European Investment Bank and European Investment

Fund) are led by men and there is an average of just below 16% women in positions of influence.

Business leaders

Across Europe, women account for just over 44% of all workers but they are more likely to be employed in junior positions such that they comprise only 32% of those considered as heads of businesses (chief executives, directors and managers of small businesses).

The under-representation of women at the top level is heightened in big business where men account for nearly 90% of the board members of leading companies (constituents of the blue-chip index in each country) and there has been very little improvement over recent years.

Public administrations

There has been significant progress in promoting women within the central

administrations of EU member states where they currently fill nearly 33% of positions in the top two levels of the hierarchy compared to around 17% in 1999. The proportion of women in similar positions within the European institutions has also improved from 14% to just under 20% over the same period but there remains much room for improvement.

The judiciary

Across Europe, the groups of judges presiding over each of the national supreme courts comprise an average of 70% men and 30% women but this balance is significantly influenced by high numbers of women in the courts of some of the countries that joined the EU in the last two accessions – in particular Bulgaria (76% women) and Romania (74%). In the EU-15 countries only 18% of judges are female – only a slight  improvement from 15% in 1999.

The political background to gender issues in the EU

The reasons for the under-representation of women in power and decision-making are structural and multifaceted and policies to deal with them cover a wide range of different themes from child care and parental leave, to business culture or internal structures of parliaments and political parties. Starting from the Treaty of Rome in 1957 through to the Roadmap for equality in 2006, the EU has adopted a policy mix that combines long term political commitment with sound statistics, regular monitoring and exchange of good practices.

Since the 1990s, the European Commission has encouraged exchanges of information, good practices and networking between all actors involved in the promotion of gender balance, in particular through the Community action programmes on equal opportunities

The progress to increase the representation of women in decision-making positions, however, is generally slow and limited and that a much more concerted effort is needed to address the persistent imbalance. There is some evidence that legislative gender quotas (e.g. for electoral candidates or company boards) can help to bring about real and rapid change, though the use of such positive actions remains controversial.

Although men continue to predominate in key positions in all areas, the gender imbalance remains greatest in the corporate world where men still account for almost 90% of the board members of blue-chip companies.

Eight of the twenty countries worldwide that have achieved the critical mass of 30% are from within the EU - Sweden, Finland, the Netherlands, Denmark, Spain, Belgium, Germany, and Austria. The European Parliament (31% women) would also just make it into this select group. On the other hand, there remains a further seven EU countries where women account for less than 15% of members of parliament – the Czech Republic, Cyprus, Ireland, Slovenia, Hungary, Romania and Malta.

Social pre-conditions for participation of women in politics

In order to be a woman in politics you have to have the life around you well organized, so that it makes it possible for women to both work and have a family. The favourable legal framework is not enough prerequisite for guaranteeing the proper representation of women in the political and business life in Europe. The active participation of women in politics and in the decision-making process is very difficult without the availability of the respective social infrastructure. We need both day-care centres for children and elderly care for our parents and grandparents. To be a woman in politics you have to live equal at home and share the daily life and responsibility for children, housework, relatives and friends with your partner. 
Otherwise women cannot work and be active actors in the political and business environment. If they are to stay at home to serve lunch to the kids, be home when school ends or take care of the elderly generation they will not be able to be fully engaged in political, business and social undertakings, no matter how much they are willing to be or to what extent they are dedicated to the respective cause.
It is important to use politics as a role model. The next step is changing society. The ultimate objective is to achieve also high representation level of women in the private sector, on the boards of the banks, enterprises and trade unions. So far it seems like men are ruling wherever there are power and money around. But this situation should be changed if we want a further consolidation of the democratic principles in the United Europe, if we want to make future Europe more social, democratic and women-friendly.
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