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PRESS RELEASE 

“A TRIO FOR GENDER EQUALITY 2010-2011”

INTERNATIONAL CONFERENCE

Venue: Hungarian National Assembly

Date and Time: 26 February 2010 between 10:00 am. – 13.00 pm.

Language of the conference: Hungarian and English

Purpose of the conference:

Establishment of international professional cooperation and platform of knowledge transfer with Spanish and Belgian NGOs with the aim of promoting the extension of employment opportunities and a more equitable representation of gender equality in harmony with the financial goals of the European Union, with its stability and growth strategy.
Organizer of the conference:

Association for Women’s Career Development in Hungary 

Main patron:

Péter Kiss, Minister of Social Policy

Patron:

Dr. Zita Gurmai, MEP, Vice-chairwoman of the Committee on Constitutional Affairs, 

member of the Committee on Women's Rights and Gender Equality

Cooperating partners:

Instituto Europeo para la Gestión de la Diversidad (Spanish NGO)

Pour La Solidarité (Belgian NGO)

Ministry of Social Affairs and Labour

Parliamentary Committee on Employment and Labour

Institute for Political Science of the Hungarian Academy of Sciences 

The conference is co-financed by the Hungarian Civil Fund.

SUBJECT 
The Association for Women’s Career Development in Hungary (AWCDH) is organizing 

a conference with the title of A TRIO FOR GENDER EQUALITY 2010-2011 on 26 February 2010 

in the Hungarian Parliament in Budapest. The conference is co-financed by the Hungarian Civil Fund. 

The AWCDH has been working together with the Ministry of Social Affairs and Labour, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, and with the European Committee of Women’s Rights and Gender Equality for 6 years to promote gender equality. The AWCDH has the opportunity to cooperate in the work of UN/ECOSOC as the first Hungarian NGO with “Special consultative status with UN-ECOSOC”, awarded in 2009. A Hungarian, a Spanish and a Belgian NGO will work together in this project for 18 months from 2010 in the spirit of Spanish-Hungarian-Belgian cooperation during the EU presidency based on mutual advantages. Our main purpose is to draw the attention of the public to the importance of gender equality in Europe and the establishment of a society without discrimination. We are going to establish international professional cooperation and a platform of knowledge transfer together with the Spanish and Belgian NGOs in order to promote employment opportunities and a more equitable representation of gender equality in harmony with the financial goals of the European Union, with its stability and growth strategy. As the result of the project, we will publish information on best practices and government measures which can be used during the trio-presidency, available on our website dealing with diversity issues.

Participants:

Sector-specific NGOs, equality and labour market experts, MEPs, Government/Ministries, local governments, research institutes, universities and colleges, media, commercial chambers, corporations, EU and UN officials, diplomats. 
PROGRAM

09.00 – 10.00 Registration and reception of the guests

10.00 – 10.10 Andrea Ferenczi, President of AWCDH (Chair)

Speeches

10.10 – 10.20 Opening by Main Patron Péter Kiss, Minister of Social Policy

10.20 – 10.35 Edit Rauh, Ministry of Social Affairs and Labour, Under-Secretary of State

“Initiations of the Ministry of Social Affairs and Labour for the implementation of gender equality”

10.35 – 10.55 Myrtha Casanova, President, Instituto Europeo para la Gestión de la Diversidad

“Adding value through leveraging diversity in Europe”
10.55 – 11.10 Dr. Zita Gurmai, MEP, Vice-chairwoman of the Committee on Constitutional Affairs, member of the Committee on Women's Rights and Gender Equality

“Women in a changing Europe”

11.10 – 11.30 Lydie Gaudier, Projects Director in charge of the Social Affairs, Pour La Solidarité 

“Challenges and tools of work/life balance in Europe through a gender equality perspective”

11.30 – 11.45 Dr. Adrien Müller, Head of  EU Coordination and Legal Dept.,  Ministry of Foreign Affairs

“The TRIO cooperation”
11.45 – 11.50 Summary

11.50 – 12.45 Panel discussion

Subject: 

a dialogue to extend employment in Europe with special attention to the aspects of gender equality

Moderator: Kitti Dobi, expert, Ministry of Social Affairs and Labour, “Women in economic decision-making” working group

Invited experts:

Dr. Orsolya Makár, Ministry of Social Affairs and Labour

Myrtha Casanova, President, Instituto Europeo para la Gestión de la Diversidad 

Dr. Judit Demeter, Chairwoman, Equal Treatment Authority 

Dr. Valéria Farkasné Molnár, National Assembly Committee on Employment and Labour 

Lydie Gaudier, Projects Director in charge of Social Affairs, Pour La Solidarité 

Dr. Zsuzsanna Sebők , Expert of the AWCDH on Healthcare and Women’s Policies

András Tóth,  Ph.D., Director, Centre for European Employment Studies, Institute for Political Science 

of the Hungarian Academy of Sciences 

12.45 – 13.00 Summary: AWCDH
SUMMARY

The Spanish-Belgian-Hungarian TRIO, under the provisions of the Treaty of Lisbon and sharing the same values, is developing a new, effective model, one of whose topics is gender equality.  

Gender equality is not a question of philanthropy but a goal and indicator of social solidarity. We believe that our message and the venue of the Conference itself can powerfully express the view that providing equal opportunities is a national interest, enabling women and men alike to occupy jobs where their performance is measured against equal standards, which is essential to secure agreeable life circumstances. A secure economic background may guarantee that pursuing a career and providing for one’s family are not mutually exclusive.

The participants of the Conference were informed about the most effective steps the Ministry of Social Affairs and Labour has taken in the field of equal opportunities over the last few years, making it one of the leading institutions in the EU striving for achieving this over-arching goal. A few examples of these steps include promoting work-at-home initiatives as well as establishing institutions for victims of domestic violence and a regional crisis network. Additionally, the Ministry regards increasing the number of women in political and economic decision-making one of its major and permanent goals.

One of the most important tasks of the years between 2010 and 2021 will be the establishment of gender equality. This serves the interests of the majority of the European population, 52% of which is comprised of  women, and also contributes to the maintenance and strengthening of family ties. In Europe, with all its cultural diversity and with its economic indices varying greatly from country to country, a significant achievement has been that 63% of companies have already implemented diversity management strategies. The differing degrees of economic and social development in EU member states is constantly creating new circumstances and posing challenges that we have to handle and adjust to. 

It is laudable that women’s interests are more and more powerfully served within the European Union. This creates an opportunity for women’s points of view to be stronger factors in EU’s strategy until 2020.

We would like to draw the public’s attention to the importance of creating a society without any forms of discrimination via both the Conference’s participants and the press coverage of the launch of this special Trio platform. The Association for Women’s Career Development in Hungary in conjunction with our Spanish and Belgian partner NGOs is launching a civil partnership based on cooperation in the upcoming 18 months, which will support and supplement government-level work among the three EU presidency nations. The initiatives and achievements of the Trio platform will be published on a thematic webpage soon to be set up (www.diversity.hu).

DETAILED PRESS RELEASE
The “A Trio for Gender Equality 2010-2011” international conference was initiated and organized in the name of equal opportunities for all during the trio Spanish-Belgian-Hungarian EU presidency by the Association for Women’s Career Development in Hungary (AWCDH). The main goal of this outstanding event was to raise public awareness regarding the paramount importance of equal opportunities in Europe and of creating a European society free of all forms of discrimination. In addition, the AWCDH would like to establish international professional cooperation and a platform of knowledge transfer together with the Spanish and Belgian NGOs with the aim of promoting the extension of employment and a more equitable representation of gender equality, in harmony with the economic goals of the European Union, with its stability and growth strategy. As the result of the project, information on best practices and government measures which can be used during the trio-presidency will be published on our website dealing with diversity issues.
AWCDH President Andrea Ferenczi talked about the high potential the trio cooperation is likely to entail for learning from each other’s policies, negotiating priorities, and sharing best practices so that the European Union’s gender equality policies should be even more effective and complete. Besides highlighting the possible advantages of the trio cooperation, the president of AWCDH also spoke about Hungary’s responsibilities pertaining to its EU presidency a year from now, which is going to be the country’s first serious challenge since it joined the EU in 2004. Andrea Ferenczi emphasized the international orientation of the Conference and its relevance concerning Euro-Atlantic relations as well. She informed the participants that she was going to participate in a UN Assembly dealing with women’s issues after the Conference and would make lobby efforts to create an opportunity for the trio partners, Spain, Belgium and Hungary, to share with other UN nations information with respect to gender equality accumulated during the trio EU presidency. 

Minister of Social Policy and the Conference’s main patron Péter Kiss labeled the fight against discrimination a prioritiy national and international interest, which is an equally important priority in all the three countries of the current trio EU presidency, since all the three countries acknowledge the fact that gender equality is not a question of philanthropy but a reliable indicator of solidarity. Péter Kiss talked about the new 6-item national gender equality strategy effective from 2010, in which the harmonious balance between family and career is featured as a major objective, whose realization is made possible also by way of an explicit consciousness in the strategy about a more varied range of family roles that one may choose from, which is regarded as a prerequisite of individual sovereignty. Another key element of the strategy is increasing competitiveness together with creating new jobs, enabling women to make autonomous choices concerning their lives and to be supported in this by their environment.

Under-Secretary of State of the Ministry of Social Affairs and Labour Edit Rauh gave a speech on the main achievements the Ministry has brought about in the field of gender equality within the framework of the EU’s Roadmap program begun  in 2006. Thanks to the ratified anti-discrimination laws a secure legal background has been created in Hungary, to which the establishment of the Equal Treatment Authority has also contributed to a large extent. Since 2005 a crisis network comprising fourteen institutions has been operating and providing services to victims of domestic violence, and a national telephone network has also been put into operation in order to provide consultation to victims of physical abuse. The educational program on equal opportunities for civil servants is continuing in 2010 as well, and as Péter Kiss also mentioned, the priorities advancing equal opportunities in the next decade have been approved and ratified by the government. The strategy includes the following six provisions: women’s and men’s equal role in the economy and their equal access to work; striking a balance between professional and family life; making women’s and men’s participation more proportionate in politics, in the economy and in science, and reaching the EU average in this regard; the elimination and prevention of all forms of violence against women and children; breaking down gender stereotypes through appropriate educational strategies; the creation and implementation of professional gender mainstreaming strategies. Edit Rauh emphasized that these aims can be realized only if every citizen does what they can in their capacity to advance these aims and if women help each other, since “those women who don’t help each other will have a secured place in hell”, said Edit Rauh quoting Madeleine Albright.

The President of Instituto Europeo para la Gestión de la Diversidad (IEGD), AWCDH’s Spanish NGO partner, Myrtha Casanova, stressed the major role of diversity in a new, changing Europe, whose main mission since the Treaty of Lisbon took effect is to be more sustainable, more inclusive and thus more successful. The challenge according to Ms. Casanova is to find new tools to deal with the current issues of our continent, whose countries have been living in peace for sixty years now; increasing diversity, multiculturalism, and religious and economic plurality. The ultimate aim is the creation of a Europe that may contribute to establishing optimal circumstances for individual development thanks to its diversity and cultural pluralism. The role of culture is essential because individuals carry their own culture with them both in physical and in virtual space, which due to increasing levels of mobility (60% of people are said to be mobile presently) has come to the forefront and has created new economic and societal conditions. The President of IEGD drew attention to issues concerning social groups that contribute to diversity such as women, the elderly, people with disabilities, LGBT people as well as members of different ethnicities, and pointed out that addressing these issues is the duty of every organization regardless of the sector in which it is active. Ms. Casanova stressed the vital importance of diversity management as a corporate strategy, which takes into consideration a multitude of aspects in order to create a truly embracing corporate environment for each individual, regardless of their social background. Within the EU 63% of companies already apply such strategies, 80% of which state that diversity is the reason for their increasing capacity for innovation. Myrtha Casanova also drew attention to the existence of a European movement promoting diversity, in the framework of which several countries, including France and Spain, have already ratified their own Diversity Charter, which is open for institutions and organizatons to join so as to actively the promotion of knowledge and awareness regarding diversity. The goal is the ratification of similar Diversity Charters in all the twenty-seven member states of the EU, including Hungary, by way of which a true European community focusing on the issue of diversity could be established, helping to secure basic quality standards all over Europe.

Vice-chairwoman of the Committee on Constitutional Affairs and member of the Committee on Women's Rights and Gender Equality, Dr. Zita Gurmai, mentioned in her speech that the 2010-2011 trio presidency was preceded by a thorough preparation period, during which questions of gender equality were given visible priority, anticipating fruitful cooperation based on mutual learning and consultancy among the three presidency nations with respect to relevant issues. Zita Gurmai also said that a high priority task of the newly assembled Committee will be to promote the Women’s Rights Charter and to devise solutions and financial backing for the provisions specified in the new gender equality program taking effect in 2011, which will be summed up and evaluated in a report afterwards. The Vice-chairwoman of the Committee on Constitutional Affairs called the implementation of the women’s agenda an issue of macroeconomic significance, which has to be given priority in the strategies of all EU institutions by 2020. According to Zita Gurmai, the objectives in connection with women set forth in the 2000-2010 Treaty of Lisbon have to be followed in the future as well: opportunities should be created so that women’s employment rates can increase significantly, also by a more equal sharing of childcare responsibilities between men and women. Ms. Gurmai informed the Conference participants that the European Parliament has decided to focus more intensely on elaborating measures to decrease domestic violence more effectively, for instance, through the ratification of a separation directive, and on creating a common European legal framework for the institution of paternity leave.

President of the Belgian partner NGO Pour La Solidarité Lydie Gaudier highlighted in her speech the importance of finding a balance between work and private life. In her view, career and family responsibilities may be harmonized provided that modern employment patterns are implemented and offered by employers; that flexibility, security and permanence, as well as gender differences are treated as equally important with regard to employment; and that social cohesion is fostered, enabling citizens to choose from accessible and high quality social services. Lydie Gaudier talked about the legal and social tools necessary for the creation of equal opportunities, such as the 1993 work time directive, which specifies 11 hours of continuous rest per day, and the 1997 part-time work directive, which in her opinion serves women’s interests only relatively, since if a woman has a part-time job she will earn less and will also receive fewer benefits. Ms. Gaudier alluded to a new proposal which if ratified, will extend maternity leave from 14 to 20 weeks, and will grant the mother 100% of her salary during the first 6 weeks. From among the tools of human resources management the representative of the Belgian partner NGO highlighted the need for flexible work hours, a unified system for compensation for extra work hours, the prospect of reducing the work week to four days, and the introduction of various time-saving mechanisms as potential tools that may contribute to balancing career and family duties more successfully. Besides these tools, she claimed that equal importance should be given to extending such general social services as childcare options, care options for the elderly and for the disabled, flexible opening hours at institutions of social importance (doctor’s offices, sports facilities, etc.), the wider usage of information and communication technologies, devising efficient means of commuting and, finally, fighting against gender and cultural stereotypes.

Head of the EU Coordination and Legal Department at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs Dr. Adrienn Müller gave an account of the governmental preparatory actions preceding the Spanish-Belgian-Hungarian EU presidency and of the significance of the trio presidency. This is the first real trio EU presidency, said Ms. Müller, since this is the first one to operate under the provisions of the Treaty of Lisbon. Furthermore, the three participating countries began preparations for the common presidency three years ago, whose efficiency was increased due to the fact that the countries share the same values regarding solidarity, equal opportunities and the objectives of the EU. Despite this mutual agreement on values, the trio cannot be termed tame, because the three countries have different backgrounds and facilities. The main goal of the common preparatory process was to draft an 18-month program for the EU that takes European interests into consideration. To achieve this, the state secretaries responsible for EU issues of the three countries met bimonthly, and communication was also fostered through three assigned contact officials (Dr. Adrienn Müller being the Hungarian contact), which practically extended the partnership to the whole governmental system. The 100-page document detailing common priorities was finished by mid-2009, and is now providing guidance to Spain, and then to Belgium and Hungary respectively. An agreement has been concluded among the three countries to exchange officials from the EU departments of their respective Foreign Ministries in the framework of the trio EU presidency, and thus a Belgian and a Spanish foreign policy expert are now working at the EU Coordination and Legal Department in Hungary. The common logo of the trio presidency is a result of a competition organized by the three countries also in cooperation: art colleges located in the three countries were invited to design and send in ideas for a common logo. The winning logo features the three official country flags on the European ribbon. Dr. Adrienn Müller said that cooperation among the three countries is going to entail a cultural component as well, the aim of which is to represent the partnering countries’ culture in each other’s cities. Two major highlights of this cultural cooperation will be the Run for Europe project in May on the official EU Day for primary school children, and there is also going to be a trio EU presidency tent offering a wide array of programs during the 2010 Sziget Festival in Budapest. 

During the Panel discussion during the second half of the Conference the panelists concentrated on three main topics: how social conventions and public opinion influence the realization of equal opportunities; the nature of the differences between cities and rural areas in terms of equal opportunities; and what future steps are needed to promote equality more efficiently.

In connection with the first topic, consultant of the National Assembly Committee on Employment and Labour Dr. Valéria Farkasné Molnár stressed the importance of social dialogue and encouraged every citizen to assume an active role in collecting information and to make use of their rights to turn to Parliamentary committees with their comments and queries since without such active citizen participation it is highly difficult to exert influence on public opinion and to engage in a dialogue with citizens about the rationale for and background of governmental decisions. Dr. Orsolya Makár from the Ministry of Social Affairs and Labour claimed that in general gender mainstreaming still evokes emotional reactions, which is why the Ministry is making special efforts to communicate relevant decisions to the public utilizing various means, such as via conferences and civil partnerships, so that citizens are able to fully understand these decisions and are not misinformed by occasional distorted articles in the press. Dr. Orsolya Makár said the greatest problem is that as there is no continuous public dialogue yet about gender related issues, and public opinion tends to take up only a few tabloid headlines. Lydie Gaudier spoke about the possible negative effects of rigid social customs: she expressed that employers’ false attitudes regarding women would have to be changed because presently they tend to overlook women’s family responsibilities, which leads to increased stress levels for women, since they are expected to meet strict employer expectations with more difficult conditions. Myrtha Casanova, in harmony with what Ms. Gaudier said, claimed that it is essential that both ,government and employers devise schemes that serve the purpose of easing the situation of women taking care of their family members at home so that balancing work and family can become a reality for them as well. A related comment of the Spanish expert was that employers should measure their employees’ performance against efficiency standards and not against other kinds of standards, which would make the implementation of such flexible employment patterns as work-from-home options and online work viable. Director of the Centre for European Employment Studies at the Institute for Political Science of the Hungarian Academy of Sciences András Tóth gave voice to his opinion that in the first place grave social problems like domestic violence, alcoholism on the part of men, the substandard working conditions of men and women doing physical work, and harassment at the workplace, which happens more often in rural areas, should be addressed. In order to reach European standards, claimed András Tóth, women’s disadvantaged social status should be changed, and the above mentioned problems would need to be sanctioned more forcefully in the Civil Code. Chairwoman of the Equal Treatment Authority (ETA) Dr. Judit Demeter also emphasized the importance of influencing public opinion, to which end the ETA publishes on its website every case of discrimination that it is informed of, the majority of which are related to employment, with the aim of providing up-to-date information for employers, employees and lawyers alike about the most frequent types of discrimination. Dr. Judit Demeter added that the worst cases of discrimination are those committed by people assuming leading public roles, since they influence public opinion even more powerfully due to the nature of their position.
On the matter of differences between cities and rural areas with respect to equal opportunities, AWCDH’s expert on healthcare and women’s policies, Dr. Zsuzsanna Sebők, informed the participants of the Conference that in Hungary the number of years per person spent in good health is lower than the EU average, the main reason for which is the fact that social services in rural areas are of a lower quality than in the capital. Furthermore, consciousness raising about health issues is not sufficient in the countryside, and so it would be desirable if more time were devoted in schools to health education. Dr. Zsuzsanna Sebők said that on the one hand, more resources should be allocated to prevention and health promotion than to the treatment of illnesses, which opinion was also shared by Lydie Gaudier, and on the other hand, the launch of regional cooperative programs regarding health matters would also be desirable, which, for instance, has already been initiated in Southern Hungary. Myrtha Casanova also expressed concerns because of the sharp differences between urban and rural settlements and regions in the fields of education, culture and employment, although she welcomes the new trend on the part of service centers to establish facilities in non-urban areas as well, hopefully contributing to the rise of employment rates in those areas.

Finally, as for the desired future steps to further promote equal opportunities, András Tóth stressed that a welfare system reform is needed for mothers with children, whose unemployment rate is currently about 25%, to be able to get jobs more easily and so that raising children should not be a luxury. Dr. Zsuzsanna Sebők called for more regular forums for women from the capital city and women from the countryside to share and exchange ideas, and for the promotion of a healthy lifestyle at all levels of society. Dr. Judit Demeter also thinks that one of the most urgent tasks ahead is the elimination of job discrimination agains mothers with children; furthermore, she appreciates the ruling taking effect from January that orders every city and village to create its own equal opportunities program. Dr. Orsolya Makár from the Ministry of Social Affairs and Labour called the new equal opportunities strategy valid until 2021 the primary guideline to follow in terms of specific tasks to be done regarding this issue. Dr. Valéria Farkasné Molnár mentioned three future goals: the launch of three-sided cooperative initiatives with the participation of employers, employees and the government; citizens should familiarize themselves more thoroughly with the Labour Code and thus become more informed about their work related rights; facing the existence of the black labour market and identifying the underlying causes.

The President of AWCDH Andrea Ferenczi during her concluding remarks once again highlighted the importance of local cooperation and solidarity among women, and of the duty of women to help themselves in the first place by way of engaging in lifelong learning, so that they can retain a competitive position in the labour market and thus remain valuable in the eyes of employers as well.

At the end of the Conference, the President of AWCDH officially declared the launch of the cooperative international professional platform with the participation of the Spanish Instituto Europeo para la Gestión de la Diversidad, the Belgian Pour La Solidarité and the Hungarian Association for Women’s Career Development in Hungary, the three NGOs representing the countries sharing the trio EU presidency in 2010-2011.
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