Women and Constitutional Changein
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Constitutional changes in the United Kingdom havpered up

opportunities for women in Scotland, Wales and hamt Ireland to

mobilise around issues of political representationits broadest sense.
Women activists have played a part in improvingtsylia and substantive
representation. Devolution has thus meant not amlgegotiation of

powers between centre and sub-state nation, bot sdsne redistribution
of political power between the sexes.

The British state has undergone a dramatic tramsftion since the Labour victory
of 1997. Far-reaching constitutional change hasolired processes such as
continuing reform of the House of Lords and enactmef Human Rights
legislation. The most significant restructuring,wewer, has been creation of a
parliament and an assembly for the historic natimihScotland and Wales, and a
legislative assembly for the troubled Province dairtNern Ireland. As a result,
substantial power has been devolved from the cdotrihne sub-state level and
Britain has moved from being a highly centralisettary state to a quasi-federal
model of governance.

The devolution experiment has been characterised bymber of features, most
notably the speed with which the restructuring hesn effected and the assymetry
of the settlements in respect of features sucheasoeal systems, number of elected
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representatives, committee systems, model of gavemh and legislative powets.
Another defining — but under-reported — featuretlts reconfiguration of the
political landscape has been the historic shift thas occurred in terms of the
gendered distribution of political power.

Although women'’s lives have been equally reguldtgdpolitics as have men’s,

they have not equally shared political power olui@fce. In international terms the
UK record of female political representation hagrbeelatively poor. Within the

UK, the Celtic fringe of Scotland, Wales and Northireland has been poorer still.
Women, however, have an unprecedented voice arad ptathe new devolved

institutions. Scotland and Wales rank amongst woeladers in terms of their

proportions of elected women members (37 per cedtd? per cent respectively)
and far outstrip the 18 per cent female presenc&/edtminster. In the case of
Northern Ireland, although women make up a relbtiveodest 14 per cent of

assembly members, this represents a consideraptevement upon past records in
the Province. These high levels of women’s reprediem are not a ‘natural’ or

inevitable outcome of devolution. They are, ratllee, result of determined action
by different alliances of women in the three jurcsidns.

It is striking how seldom standard accounts ofifngbnal reform and constitution
building focus upon gender dimensions. Howeveravgele that issues of gender —
and women activists — have played a significarg molthe very different processes
of constitutional reform in Scotland, Wales and thern Ireland in the 1990s.

The origins and dynamics of women'’s involvemenfedifacross jurisdictions. In
Scotland women managed successfully, although ngroblematically, to
engender debates about the shape and form of tiwstal change over a period of
ten years or so and to entrench themselves viaibbctors in the reform process. In
Northern Ireland the concern to end violent cobfli@as the primary motivating
factor for the most powerful players and it wasyoal the last stage of the process
that women were able effectively to intervene ibates and promote broader ideas
of inclusion into political dialogue. In Wales, appunities were constrained by the
relative lack of public and political debate on sttutional reform and the
prevailing ambivalence about the devolution prgjeewvertheless women were able
to press for significant concrete gains. In allethrplaces, the prospects of
devolution sparked off debates about democracyraptesentation and demands
for new, more inclusive, constitutional arrangemsemand institutions. In this
context, the fair representation of women becameweerful symbol or shorthand
for the new sort of politics to which many campa&gnaspired: a move away from
the old ‘command and control’ model to more fluiedels which promote wider
participation and inclusion.

! For a detailed discussion of constitutional chaimgéhe round’ throughout the UK, including the
impact on the centre, see the Constitution Unitegldibllections: R. Hazell (edJhe State and the
Nations: The first year of Devolution in the Unit€éshgdom,Imprint Academic, Thorverton, 2000
and A. Trench (ed.JThe State of the Nations 2QQdnprint Academic, Thorverton, 2001. A useful
summary of the different settlements can be foundazell,op cit, 3-5.
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Women activists in all three jurisdictions mobitise place gender within reform
agendas, to promote women'’s political representatod to influence the process
and form of constitutional change. The pressuretegdedy women campaigners for
gender concerns to be integrated into the desigrewfassemblies and parliaments
was grounded not only in the belief that women’Btigal representation mattered,
but also in the understanding that institutionsteratl and that it was important to
get women and women'’s ideas in at the start. Itoeixyy the question of women'’s
representation and whether devolved institutions alter traditional patterns of
politics we distinguish between two different mewys of political representation.
On the one hand we use symbolic representatioritotd the presence of women
as elected members of parliaments and assemblietheéOother hand, substantive
representation is used with regard to the oppdiasifor the concerns and interests
of women to be heard and taken into account irpdtiey-making process.

This article maps the participation of women astiviin the campaigns for
devolution and their strategies to improve the @éspntation and voices of women
in the political process. Preliminary comparisons aontrasts are drawn between
the experiences of process and outcomes in the fjurgsdictions and to the
structures of political opportunity.

Scotland

The road to the Scottish Parliament has been adarg Devolution — or, indeed,
full independence — has been a live issue in Stotpolitics for more than a
century and has been driven forward by pressurapgrothe use of petitions and
referenda, the establishment of constitutional eotiens and, with the Scottish
National Party (SNP), the creation of political fpes. Despite the failure to achieve
a Scottish Assembly at the end of the 1970s, campacontinued and gathered
pace throughout the 1980s and 1990s. In additiolortg-standing aspirations to
greater autonomy and self-determination, demands Welled by dissatisfaction
with Westminster politics and neo-Liberal Thatcteesocial and economic policies,
the perceived ‘democratic deficit’ in Scotland asebates about new forms of
democratic institutions. A broad-based and popoiavement was built up involv-
ing some of the political parties, trade unionssibess, churches, academics and a
wide range of groups and organisations. This peshie was facilitated by the
tradition of approaching devolution as the re-di&ghiment of popular sovereignty.
Although there were periods of conflict and stalemaarticularly in the wake of
Labour’'s defeat in the 1992 General Election arel darprise return of a fourth

2 See, for example, A.Phillipghe Politics of Presenc€larendon, Oxford, 1995.
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discussed in more detail in A. Brown, T.B.Donaghyllackay and E.Meehan, ‘Women and
Constitutional Change in Scotland and Northern lidl&arliamentary Affairss5(1). The Welsh
material was gathered with the assistance of HgdiEl
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Conservative — and anti-devolution — governmensirccession, the campaign
held firm. By the time a Labour government was tddo Westminster in 1997
with a manifesto commitment to constitutional cheyndevolution was taken to be
‘the settled will of the Scottish people’. This wadasmonstrated by the referendum
results later in 1997 with three-quarters of voterfvour of a Scottish parliameht.

Although individual women have always been active the devolution and
independence movements — and some have achievatdngrce within them —
there was little evidence of women mobilising asmeo and across the political
party divide on issues of political representatorequality matters. However, this
changed in the late 1980s and women then struggliedessfully for the next
decade to raise gender equality concerns and te gekder balance one of the key
issues of campaign

In 1988 the Campaign for a Scottish Assembly (laéeamed the Campaign for a
Scottish Parliament) produced a document calledCthan of Right for Scotland.
This asserted the sovereignty of the Scottish geapd proposed that a Scottish
Constitutional Convention (SCC) be set up to discasid plan the future
government of Scotland. Established in 1989, SO@pesed representatives from
the Scottish Labour Party and Scottish Liberal Demrats, the Greens and
Democratic Left together with members from a broad range of siwiiety groups
and organisations. This wide ranging alliance wasonsider carefully and plan the
shape of the Scottish Parliament over the next @ivesix years. Its eventual
blueprint for a Scottish Parliament was largely@dd in the White Paper in 1997
and the subsequegtotland Actl998.

Women comprised only 10 per cent of the Convenéind this relative exclusion
provoked a swift reaction from female activists. Mém became alert to the danger
that without determined action they might be exelidrom shaping constitutional
change and this provided a trigger for the develamsithat followed. A growing
number of groups and individuals put gender remtasien on the agenda and
maintained the pressure throughout the differeagest of the Convention. Although
few in number, the female Convention members wearfbuantial and well-
networked and were backed in their internal lobgyioy a groundswell of
grassroots women and party women and with the stippsome key men.

The campaign for gender balance took place underaltying banner of ‘50:50°
which took its name from a proposal originally mdgethe Scottish Trades Union
Congress (STUC) women’s committee in 1989 to thettdh Constitutional
Convention. It was argued that with the creatioa okw legislature there would be

4 For Scottish devolution see A. Brown, D. McCrond anPatersonPolitics and Society in

Scotland Macmillan, Basingstoke,1996 (1st edn), 1998 (2uha);eJ. Mitchel] Strategies for Self-
GovernmentPolygon, Edinburgh, 1996; and P. Lyn8eottish Government and Politics
Edinburgh University Press, Edinburgh, 2001.

The SNP withdrew after the first meeting. Memhgyof the SCC was seen to compromise the
party’s commitment to an independent Scotland iroge.
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no problem of incumbents. Equal representation ccdad achieved simply by

electing one man and one woman to represent eatarpentary constituency. By

1991, the proposal had become the official policlaih the STUC and the Labour
Party in Scotland. Although the proposal was natcéed in this form because of
subsequent decisions about electoral systems0th@® 8emand quickly became the
official title of a broad based campaiyn.

Women’s demands were strengthened by a humbescfidive opportunities: the
frustration of being governed by an administrattbat the majority of Scottish
people had not supported and the sense of griewrtbe imposition of unpopular
neo-Liberal policies had provoked claims of ‘denaticr deficit and a wide-
ranging critique of Westminster politics. Devolutioampaigners aspired to a ‘new
politics’, more inclusive and representative thhattof Westminster. Within this
context women sought to introduce a gender pensggedihey claimed that women
in Scotland suffered from a ‘double democratic défion the grounds that they
were not only governed by a party which they did sugpport, but also that they
were relatively excluded from decision-making posis within Scottish and UK
political parties and were poorly represented atid office. As Browet al. note,
‘Gender equality thus became an intrinsic parthef broader campaign for reform
in the 1990s and in building a more democratic,oantable and representative
Scottish Parliament.’

The 50:50 campaign

An effective and strategic network of women swifélsnerged around the issue of
50:50 and it was instrumental in mobilising grasssowomen and women in

political parties in building a consensus around Key aims of improving the

representation of women in political office andnstitutionalising gender concerns
in the new Scottish Parliament. There was an aamtjerstanding that symbolic

representation was not enough and that there vgastlaé need to institutionalise
gender concerns through structures and mechanisofs & policy machinery,

parliamentary committees and consultative fora.r@foee there was a dual strategy
to promote both the symbolic and the substantipeasentation of women.

Activists worked under the umbrella of the Scotti§bmen’s Co-ordination Group
(SWCG) which was driven by the STUC women’s commeittand women’s
organisations such as Engender. The SWCG was sifiecas bringing together
women of different political persuasions, both partlitical women and non-party
women, women in the trade unions, women in the ntaly sector, women from
the churches, women in business and the professioswomen from different
communities throughout Scotland. It was a looséarade built upon existing
networks and a history of joint campaigning.

5 For a collection of accounts of the campaignglemder balance see E. Breitenbach and F. Mackay,
eds,Women and Contemporary Scottish Politleslygon at Edinburgh, Edinburgh, 2001.
" Brownet al, 20020p cit, 72.
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The SWCG used a range of tactics in different sitna to entrench their concerns.
They worked through the myriad of groups and aflemthat made up the popular
movement for devolution to engender campaigns. Waked within trade unions
and other organisations to put their weight behine 50:50 campaign. They
lobbied the Convention and other bodies such a tlainks who were considering
potential blueprints for a Scottish parliament ts@e that women were taken into
account. Crucially they lobbied political parties beth from the outside and from
within — to press them to adopt the principle ohder balance in their candidate
selection procedures.

Underpinning this was detailed research and bigsfion the gender implications of
various proposals for electoral systems, recruitnaea selection procedures, and
institutional practices. For example, support farenproportional electoral systems
was based not only on the idea of fair represemtator parties, but also on the
recognition that proportional representation systaran offer the opportunity to

achieve better levels of gender representation.

The scale and diversity of women’s mobilisation wsash that the Constitutional
Convention, political parties and other organigaioould not afford to ignore these
demands. All the Scottish political party leadevsitl{f the exception of the

Conservative Party) spoke at SWCG rallies and gadic commitments from the

platform that they would deliver substantial impeawents in the levels of women’s
representation.

A major achievement of the SWCG was their succedsrokering an agreement
between representatives of the Scottish LabouryPamtl the Scottish Liberal
Democrats in which both parties accepted the glaadf gender balance and gave
a commitment to field an equal number of male arddle candidates in winnable
seats at the first elections for the new parliam@iis Electoral Contract was
subsequently endorsed by the Scottish Constitutidaavention and included in its
final report, published in 1995, alongside propsstr a parliament with 129
Scottish MPs elected using an Additional Membectelal system (AMSS].

Party measures to achieve equal representatiohe@rScottish Parliament

All the parties stated their concern to see mormamin politics and their intention

to encourage women to come forward for selectionaddition, several of the

parties improved their recruitment and selectiorocpdures, for example

introducing equal opportunities procedures. Howgwethe final event, the Scottish

Labour Party was the only party to operate a spegiechanism to achieve gender
balance in representation.

Under the new system, 73 of the 129 MSPs are eldoten constituencies. The
remaining 56 members — the ‘additional members’ re selected from eight

8 Scottish Constitutional Conventio8¢otland’s Parliament, Scotland’s RigBtoSLA, 1995.
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regional party lists (based upon the former EurapBarliament constituencies).
Voters cast their first vote for a constituency id their second vote for a pol-
itical party of their choice. Votes for constitugrdSPs are counted on a first-past-
the-post basis. Additional Seats (also known gsitp’ seats or List seats) are then
allocated correctively to reflect the percentageatés received by political parties.

Labour was likely to get the majority of its sedtem the FPTP constituency
contests. Therefore a positive action scheme wsigmed to ‘twin’ constituencies.

Under this scheme, constituencies were matched@raasf possible in terms of a
variety of indicators, including winnability. Botimen and women could stand for
selection for a pair of constituencies.

This mechanism was devised by Labour women activiatd academics as a way
around any possible legal challenge to positiveoadh the aftermath of an earlier
Industrial Tribunal ruling in England that the LaindParty’s policy of all-women
shortlists prior to the 1997 General Election canéned theSex Discrimination
Act. Under twinning, the woman applicant with the ldghnumber of votes was
selected as the Labour candidate for one of thentd seats, at the same time as
the man with the highest number of votes was sadefdr the other. The twinning
mechanism was used to select Labour candidateallf@onstituencies with the
exception of four Highlands and Islands constitigsit

As noted earlier, the Scottish Liberal Democraghed the Electoral Agreement,
brokered by women activists, in which they comniittee party to the principle of
gender equality in the new parliament. Howeverydehat the party might be
vulnerable to legal challenge resulted in a denisiot to implement proposals to
‘zip’ their party lists (zipping involves alternati female and male candidates on
party lists). Attempts to find ways of exempting tbelection processes of political
parties from th&ex Discrimination Adby the inclusion of an appropriate clause in
the Scotland Actvere unsuccessful.

The Scottish National Party was likely to get thaanity of its seats in the regional

or ‘top-up’ lists under the new electoral systerhug the party stated its intention,
like the Liberal Democrats, to use ‘zipping’ in ithparty lists as a way of ensuring

greater gender representation. However, this pedpweas narrowly defeated at a
special party conference in May 1998. Nevertheldss arguments had persuaded
many in leadership positions within the party asdaaresult the party did place

women at the upper end of its party lists, and ¢bistributed to the party’s success
in achieving more than 40 per cent women’s repttesiem. As the main competitor

to Labour, the SNP could not afford to appear tolld@warm on the issue of

gender balance.

® Discussion of party selection and recruitmentqgies is found in A. Brown, A. Jones and F.
Mackay, The ‘Representativeness’ of Councillaieseph Rowntree Foundation, 1999 and M.
RussellWomen’s Representation in UK Politics: What Can Badw/ithin The Law?The
Constitution Unit, University College, London, 2000.
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The Conservative Party continued to express itosifipn to special measures
to increase the representation of women on thengiodhat they were selecting
candidates on the basis of ‘merit’ and that anycsigemechanisms would be
patronising to women. We can see the outcomeseddifferent party approaches in
Table 1.

Table 1: Gender Composition of the Scottish Parliament, 1999

Scottish Parliament
Constituency seats List seats Total
Party Men Women Men Women Seats % women
Labour 27 26 1 2 56 50.0
SNP 5 2 15 13 35 42.9
Conservative 0 0 15 3 18 16.7
Liberal Democrat 10 2 5 0 17 118
Green 0 0 1 0 1 0.0
Scottish Socialist 0 0 1 0 1 0.0
Independent 1 0 0 0 1 0.0
Total 44 29 38 18 129 372

Representing women

As the figures above demonstrate, a significantbemof women were elected to
the Scottish Parliament. This was largely as alre$diormal positive action in the

case of Labour, and informal measures in the cai®edSNP. In addition, women
hold important ministerial posts and committee @rorships: around a third in
each case. Women'’s interests and concerns argegsesented in the Parliament
through other channels. The Parliament and thetiSeaovernment (known as the
Scottish Executive) have adopted four key prinagple- sharing of power,

accountability, access and participation, and eqpgabrtunities. For example, the
Standing Orders of the Parliament require thaEa#cutive Bills are accompanied
by a statement of their potential impact on equmdastunities. In addition, under
the Standing Orders and Procedures the Parliameatsnat times that are more
compatible with family life and recognises Scottisthool holidays. An Equal

Opportunities Committee has been established withim Parliament and an
Equality Unit has been set up within the Scottistedtitive. The Executive has
adopted a ‘mainstreaming’approach, endorsed byPdréament and championed
by the Equal Opportunities Commission in Scotlanglhereby equalities
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considerations, including gender, are integratetb ithe everyday work of
government including policy development. Opportesitto feed in the views of
women in the community or from different groups asrdanisations have been
enhanced by the consultative channels and mechantbat operate for the
parliamentary committees and for the Scottish Etteedhrough the pre-legislative
process. A Civic Forum has been established with stpport of the Scottish
Parliament and provides another opportunity for wol® organisations to be
represented and to engage with the policy-makimggss. Thus, we can identify
evidence of the improved symbolic representatiowamen in Scotland as well as
the potential for significant progress in termsobstantive representation.

Wales

Devolution developments in Wales were rather déffierto those in Scotland: this
was a process driven largely from the top downenathan involving any significant

mobilisation of social groups. Some parallels lbarfound with Scottish arguments
for devolution regarding democratic deficit and @attability: themes brought
sharply into focus by the long years of Conseneativle without a Conservative
majority in Wales. However, ambivalence characeetisiuch of the process, public
debate was hesitant and low key and political debaas largely internal to

individual parties. In particular, the Welsh Labdearty’s reluctance to become
involved in wider public debates — and its antiyati the nationalist party Plaid
Cymru — prevented the establishment of a constiali convention based on the
Scottish model and limited the potential for a ntightion of civil society. In any

event, Welsh civil society was under-developed andsed to political dialogue

without political parties®

A cross-party and non-party campaigning group, @empaign for a Welsh
Assemblywas established in the late 1980s (beconiihgParliament for Wales

Campaignin 1993) in which individual members of Labouraidl and the Liberal

Democrats all played a role. It was hampered bk tdoofficial party support and

consequent lack of resources and profile. In ngalitere was little opportunity for
effective engagement with the issue until the 1886ouncement that a public
referendum would be held by any incoming UK Labgavernment to endorse its
plans for constitutional change.

19 No indigenous Welsh institutional structures $sted the Acts of Union, in contrast to Scotland
which retained its distinctive legal, educatiortdlyrch and local government systems. Therefore
civil society in Wales developed within a Britishntext instead of being distinctly ‘Welsh’. The
primary distinguishing feature to survive was thel$t language and culture and consequently
struggle for autonomy in cultural spheres and calttegeneration was the dominant way of
expressing nationhood in Wales, as compared tatibatiznal change and politics in Scotland.

R. Wyn Jones, Richard and L. Paterson Lindsay ‘Dodssociety drive constitutional change?’,
in B. Taylor and Thompson, edS¢otland and Wales: Nations Agaibiversity of Wales Press,
Cardiff, 1999.
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It was only at this stage that the cross-party grixes for Wales' (YFW) was
established. The campaign proper did not stari aftier the general election in
May 1997 and had only a few months to try and eegaglic debate and interest
and promote arguments of new ‘inclusive’ politickigh would bridge the gaps
between geographic, political and linguistic comitias in Wales and between
communities of interest. Events tended to concentom celebrity support and
media campaigns — a top-down strategy dictatedhiycbnstraints of time and
money. In the final event, the devolution referemdin 1997 was won by the
narrowest of margins.

Women and devolution in Wales

Against this backdrop of political division and pigkindifference, a small group of
key women activists struggled to incorporate a gengerspective and to link
devolution debates with arguments for gender balasfcpolitical representation
and improved channels for women to voice their eons'

An early example of this can be seen in the ‘engend’ of the PWC’s Democracy
Declaration. This symbolic statement followed thenidcracy Conference in
Llandrindod Wells in March 1994: one of the fewgewscale events of the period
and described by commentators as ‘a rare collectivenent’ when Welsh civil
society came together to debate the democraticrdutf Wales. Equality
considerations were conspicuously absent from th& declaration but, after key
speeches by prominent women, a clause supportigrihciple of gender balance
was added?

This network of strategic women were also membéngotitical parties , many in
senior positions. They therefore worked within theispective parties to push for
positive action to promote women candidates (sdew)eand to link gender
equality with internal programs of party modernizat and arguments about
winning female votes.

Labour was the party, if any, that would delivervalation. Therefore there was
sustained campaigning within Welsh Labour spedificéo integrate equality
issues. This eventually resulted in a commitmeat the assembly should have a

11 For details of the campaign for devolution in ¥gasee: B. Jones and D. Balsom (84 Road To
The National Assembly for Walédniversity of Wales, Cardiff, 2000; K. Morgan and G
Mungham,Redesigning Democracy: The Making of the WelshmslseSeren; Llandysul, 2000.
For discussion of developments around women’sesgmtation see J. Edwards and L. McAllister
‘One Step Forward, Two Steps Back?: Women in therha political parties in Wales’, in
Parliamentary Affairss5/1, 2002; J. Edwards and C. Chapman, ‘Women’sigallrepresentation
in Wales: waving or drowning?’ i@ontemporary Politic§/4, 2000. For post-devolution
developments and the equality agenda see P.CharmyéWand the post-devolution Equality
agenda in Wales’ paper presented at the CabinateDfffiomen and Equality Unit meeting of the
Gender Research Forum, London, 11 February 2002.

13 Chaneypp.cit

12
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wider responsibility to drive forward equality i€su As Chaney notes, ‘this idea
fitted neatly into the prevailing concept of “inslueness” that became a buzzword
of the devolution campaigni*.

Finally, women activists utilised the brief andeinse period of opportunity between
the referendum in September 1997 and the passitige Gfovernment of Wales Act
in 1998 to influence the shape and operating mestof the new institution and to
institutionalise gender equality. Many matters riamed undecided and most of the
legislation had not been debated openly. A Natiokedembly Advisory Group
(NAAG) was established by the then Secretary ofeSkar Wales, Ron Davies, to
work out the detail of devolution. In line with Dag’ model of ‘inclusive politics’,
NAAG comprised representatives from all the pdditiparties together with other
stakeholders, it also had gender balance. Wometherinside’ together with
activists on the outside worked together with tla¢utory equality agencies to draw
up a statutory equality dufyand other equality provisions in the founding Iphiet

of the National Assembly for Wales.

In contrast to the patterns of activism in Scotlamdl Northern Ireland, where we
see a grassroots mobilisation of women activistsnfrommunity groups and
feminist organisations, the story in Wales is, éast, one of a small but strategic
coalition of powerful and highly influential womem Wales: academics, femocrats,
trade union and party officials. With little appi&ale mobilisation of women
aroundeither devolutionor the campaign to engender such debates and processes
these were leaders without a movement.

Weak infrastructure, internal division and lack sifategic capacity all provide
some explanation of why the women’s movement faited recognise the

opportunities that constitutional change might pnegor women'’s representation in
its broadest sense. The first semblance of a mabgisation came relatively late in
the process when, on the initiative of the EOC Walgirector, women'’s

organisations were brought together in 1997, mdinlyean meeting formally for the

first time, to form a coalition to press for gendmovisions in the Act and to
provide the ‘strategic women’ with the necessaryigive of mass membership
organisations at this crucial point. The groupindpsequently developed into the
Wales Women’s National Coalition (WWNC) and markdte point where

women'’s organisations began to recognise the patasitjoint working in the new

devolved context.

14 Chaneyibid. 4. See also V. Feld, ‘A new start in Wales: HoewvbBlution is Making a Difference’
in A. Coote (ed.)New Gender Agend#PR, 2000.

15 The Government of Wales Act includes two impareguality clauses: it has the power to promote
due regard to equal opportunities in its own warll the work of assembly sponsored public
bodies it is required to report annually on the@agements and the progress of equal opportunities.
See Government of Wales Act 1998, Sections 48 20d 1
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Party measures to improve women’s representation

Turning to women activists in political parties: myaindividual Labour and Plaid
women were active in broader campaigns and withéir trespective parties, but
Welsh debates were not as thoroughly ‘genderedvass the case in Scotland. In
many senses developments in Wales representeditecpalf ‘catch-up’ with
Scotland. For example, early Labour Party Walep@sals mirrored the Scottish
50:50 model and would have seen an Assembly withséfits, comprising one
woman and one man elected for each Westminstertitmmz:y.16 However, as in
Scotland, the idea of dual seats was abandone®96 When, again shadowing
Scottish developments, it was proposed that a emaAisembly be elected using
AMS.

The White PapeA Voice for Waledad stressed inclusivity, progressiveness and
democracy as key principles for devolution. Althbughere was no legal
requirement placed on political parties to ensunedgr balance in their candidates,
political parties were urged to keep equal oppatiesrin mind in their internal
selection processes. The need to select peoplabmerit was emphasised and it
was stated that greater participation by women ‘@ssential to the health of our
democracy?’

In the final event, the two main parties, the Walsibour Party and Plaid Cymru,
both operated specific mechanisms to try to achigemder balance in
representation. They also improved their selecéind recruitment procedures for
candidates seeking to join the national panel ntlctates.

As in Scotland, the Labour Party recognised thagtrabits seats would be obtained
on the first-past-the-post or constituency votethHa absence of a home-grown
alternative, ‘twinning’ — the scheme designed iotBmnd and reluctantly endorsed
by the UK party leadership — was proposed for Walése women’s organisation
in Welsh Labour was relatively weak and disorgathiss compared with their
Scottish sisters. They nevertheless maintainedspresfor positive action in
candidate selection and were able to use unfavtacanparisons with Scotland as
a means to press for action. In 1997 a new netwerkwin to Win— was formed,
comprising senior Labour women officials and poians together with key male
supporters from the modernising wing of the padydbby Labour members to
endorse positive action.

The strong centralising and standardising tendentlge Labour Party at UK level
had acted initially as an obstacle to Scottish feshiactivists trying to press for
twinning in Scotland. Once it had accepted the g proposals, however, it was
a powerful ally to feminist Labour activists in Walin pushing through the policy
in a hostile Welsh party contextventually the policy was adopted in Wales by the

18 Edwards and McAllisteop. cit
17 Welsh Office A Voice for WalesStationery Office, 1997, 24—25.
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narrowest of margins — and in the teeth of bitigwasition from traditionalists and
many trade union¥.

In Plaid Cymru, the Women’'s Section (okdran y Menywod had been
campaigning for a number of years for positive @ctivithin the party’s internal
structures and in candidate selection. As McAltigtetes, Labour's debates on
twinning had both a positive and negative impactl@discussions within Plaid.
On the one hand, as Labour's main electoral rivalgarty had to take the issue of
women’s representation seriously. On the other h#mal internal turmoil within
Labour caused by twinning meant Plaid became isangly wary of pursuing a
similar policy. After a series of heated discussijoa compromise position was
agreed in late 1997 which used a ‘gender tempfatethe regional lists to correct
for any under-representation of women selectedyta tonstituency contest3.

The results of the first elections to the NatioAasembly for Wales are shown in
Table 2. They represent a striking departure fn@dition: with women comprising
40 per cent of AMs (Assembly members). Twinningivdegbd more than 50 per
cent of Labour’s seats for women and Plaid Cymigesnder template’ delivered 30
per cent.

Table 2: Gender Composition of the National Assembly for Wales, 1999

National Assembly for Wales*
Constituency seats List seats Total

Party Men Women Men Women Seats % women
Labour 12 15 1 0 28 53.6
Plaid Cymru 7 2 4 4 17 294
Conservative 1 0 8 0 9 0.0
Liberal Democrat 1 2 2 1 6 50.0
Total 21 19 15 5 60 40

*When First Secretary Alun Michael resigned in February 2000, he was replaced by the next Labour candidate on the regional
list, Delyth Evans, raising the number of women AMs to 25 (42%).

There were no serious moves to adopt positive mdto the selection of Liberal
Democrat or Conservative candidates in Wales. Witbositive action, the Liberal
Democrats did significantly better in NAW electiotien the Scottish Parliament
elections: with women comprising three of the parfsix successful candidates.

18 Although the vote was won the argument was ndtaahacklash ensued in which some opponents
of twinning vented their frustration and anger comven candidates. See Edwards and Chapman,
op cit

19 L. McAllister, Plaid Cymru: The Emergence of a Political ParBeren, Bridgend, 2001.
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However, Liberal Democrat Assembly Members adnat this was ‘more through
good luck than good judgemeft. The Conservative Party returned an all-male
team.

Women in the National Assembly for Wales

Women have achieved prominent positions in the dbbe— comprising half of
the first Welsh Cabinet, including the Health, Ealimn and Finance ministries.
Currently women hold five out of eight seats in Welsh Cabinet (62.5 per cent)
which some claim is a world record. One of the fileputy minister appointments
is female (20 per cent). Women comprise 72 ouheflf77 committee members (41
per cent) and are six of the 15 committee conve@@@er cent). As in Scotland,
family-friendly working hours are observed in thes&mbly.

In addition, gender concerns have been furtheritiisnalised through the
statutory equality duties previously discussedaldsthment of an Equality of
Opportunity Committee and creation of an Equalitglidy Unit. Equality

mainstreaming, including gender equality, is bggngmoted in the Assembly and is
also being rolled out into public bodies that rgedineir funding from NAW such
as Health Boards. There is statutory annual rapproin the progress NAW and
public bodies have made with respect to promotingasity, and an annual debate.

Furthermore, the Wales Women’s National Coalitices tbeen provided with
funding from the National Assembly to facilitate valvement of hitherto
marginalised women’s organisations in the policyimg process. Thus, improved
symbolic representation has gone hand-in-hand e#tablishment of channels
through which substantive gains may be progressed.

Northern Ireland

Northern Ireland has the poorest record in the UK térms of women’s

representation against a backdrop of extraordipaljics and armed conflict. Since
the advent of the troubles, Northern Ireland hasegwirtually without female

political representatives. However, women have asiterable presence in
community politics in local networks and beyond ahdhas been through these
informal arena that they organised in the 1990sampaign for inclusion in the
political process!

20 B, Gill, Winning Women: Lessons from Scotland and W&ascett Society, 2000.

2L For developments in Northern Ireland politicgtie 1990s see P. Mitchell and R. Wilford, eds,
Politics in Northern IrelandWestview Press, 1998. For women’s campaigns datede
background see Y. Galligan and R. Wilford, ‘WomeRdlitical Representation in Ireland’, in Y.
Galligan, E. Ward and R. Wilford, edSpntesting Politics: Women in Ireland, North and $out
Westview Press, 1999. B. Hinds, ‘Women Working fea&e in Northern Ireland’, in Galligaat
al., 1999op. cit; and K. FearorilWomen’s Work: The Story of the Northern Ireland Wume
Coalition, Blackstaff Press, 1999.
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A key moment, in respect of mobilising women arouhd issue of political
rperesentation came in May 1992 when the Opsahin@ssion was established to
hear the views and experiences of Northern Irelpadple, along with their
opinions about possible solutions to the politicahflict. This thirteen-month
initiative provided one of the first opportunitiésr a range of women, amongst
others, to engage in Northern Ireland’s politicedgess. The Opsahl Commission
concluded that the development of women’s groups lheen ‘one of the most

positive areas of growth within the wider politicakna’®

The Commission also provided the first significaygportunity for women to
express publicly their frustration at their relatiexclusion from formal politics.
Concern was raised that Northern Ireland’s politmacess did not facilitate the
practical involvement of women in politics nor didepresent their interests. It was
argued that the concentration on one-dimensionahsttutional’ politics was
especially alienating and disempowering for womenthe period following the
Opsahl Commission, momentum built up around thaeissf women’s political
under-representation through a range of meetirades and the mobilisation of
women’s organisations around the theme.

The devolution campaign

Optimism was growing in the early to mid-1990s thatinclusive constitutional
settlement was realisable, encouraged by politleaklopments such as the 1993
Joint Declaration(Downing Street Declaration) and the ‘first’ of thaucial cease-
fires (called in 1994). By 1995 it had become clbxat Northern Ireland’s political
landscape was undergoing significant change. ThigsBrand Irish governments
producedFrameworks for the Futurewhich outlined important elements of a
settlement, including the proposed structures oAssembly, the establishment of
North/South institutions and a reiteration of theng@ples of the 1991-92 round
table talks.

A discursive opportunity arose for women to begirstake a claim and a place at
the table. Terms such as consensus, equity anelsegation had become central to
the dialogue of this period — and therefore questiovere starting to be asked
about what would be the role of women in this pssc&V/omen realised that if they
were to be included in the political process, thegded to have their contributions
heard in devolution debates. In response to thigersl key conferences were held
of which, arguably, the most significant was ‘Womwlitics and Ways Forward’,
held in Draperstown. Organised by the UniversityJtdter's Centre for Research
on Women, it sought to develop a strategy for priimgowvomen’s formal political
participation in Northern Ireland. It received sapprom both high profile women

22 M. McWilliams and A. Kilmurray, ‘Athene on the bee’, Irish Journal of Feminist Studieg,
Summer 1997. For Opsahl Commission see A. PolaBitizens’Enquiry: the Opsahl Report in
Northern Ireland Lillput Press, 1993.
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and the Northern Ireland Office who recognisedpblicy expertise of the women'’s
sector that had grown up during the period of direle.

Nevertheless this was still regarded as a periphesae for the Province’s main
political actors and decision makérdiVe see this demonstrated in 1996, when the
NI Women’s European Platform produced a paper ledtitGenderproofing the
Election System and Talks Fora’. The paper wastsealt the main political parties
and the British Government, after it was announted individuals and parties
would be elected to participate in negotiationsa@onstitutional settlement. It was
hoped that the paper would raise interest and gea@y towards promoting fairer
gender representation at the proposed Forum anduhieParty Talks. In practice,
however, it elicited little response.

This indifference set in motion a process which ldaesult in formation of the
cross-community Northern Ireland Women’s CoalitilIWC) to contest the
Forum elections in May 1996. The growing frustratiof women provided the
momentum and, with just seven weeks to go befageetbction, various women’s
organisations from both the Nationalist and theddist communities formed a
political coalition. They managed, through latehtighone calls and much arm-
twisting, to find and register 70 candidates. A¢ Bubsequent elections they were
ranked the ninth most popular party out of 24, \Wwhgave them two elected Forum
members and a team at the Multi-Party Talks. Oghitrthey had brought the issue
of women’s political representation into the pubdind political arenas and had
attracted international attention.

It is important to note that NIWC was not considees the next ‘natural step’ in
the movement to promote women into Northern Irekufarmal political arena.

Rather it was a response to a set of politicalucivstances: the lack of interest of
the main political actors and the opportunitiesspréed by the forthcoming
elections.

Women and the Good Friday agreement

Within the Forum, the main parties dominated thigipal debate and the talks with
their opposing constitutional agendas allowingditspace or interest to broader
political issues such as gender equality. The NB&Gggled in an adversarial arena
and in the face of antagonism from the main padalitiarties’* There were few
possibilities for building alliances with women moother parties, although they

% T7.B. Donaghy, ‘Women, Political Recruitment and Qdady in Northern Ireland and Scotland:
1996-1998’, unpublished PhD thesis, The Queen’véssity Belfast 1999.

2 Women faced derisive opposition and the sexudlissults from the Unionist camp. As Ward
reports one ‘favoured insult was to moo when Coaltlelegates began to speak’. See M. Ward
‘Gender in Transition? Social and Political Tramsfation in Northern Ireland’, paper presented at
the University of Ulster Transitional Justice SeaniSeries, Belast, 2 Novemeber 2001, 6.
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sometimes supported the same issues. Neverthbkegsfiuence of the NIWC can
be discerned in The Good Friday Agreement which thasesult of the Forum and
the Multi-Party Talks and provided the blueprint fonew devolved settlement. At
the instigation of the Coalition, the Agreementramkledges the ‘right of women to
full and equal participation.” The Coalition alsoorked with human rights
organisations and other equality groupings to beaatie dominant conceptions of
equality in Northern Ireland as relating primatidyreligion and political allegiance
to include gender and other equality groups. Thali@on and other parties such as
Sinn Fein and the new Loyalist parties ensuredrtbkision of women under the
Agreement’s section on Economic, Social and Culissaes.

Women and the Assembly

After the proposals received support at referendthim.elections for the Northern
Ireland Assembly were set for June 1998 using d@i#fmé@mber PR-STV electoral
system.

What impact did the creation of a women'’s partyeham the main parties and their
candidate procedures? We have noted that in Sco#lad Wales the issue became
one upon which the parties felt they might be camgpand judged. However, in
Northern Ireland gender equality did not featuram®lectoral issue. In a fractured
polity, competition for electoral support exists between communities but within.
Therefore, different approaches to gender equalblicies by Unionist and
Nationalist camps were of little electoral consegueg as long as the parties within
the different camps were consistent (which wasctme®e). As a consequence there
was little electoral incentive for parties to berse¢o be promoting gender equality
and no special measures or mechanisms were impledien

Women were less than half of the candidates seldmteeach of the main parties,
many in un-winnable places. As Table 3 shows, a @it 14 women (13 per cent)
was elected to the Assembly. Women also took twaogt@rial positions. They hold
17 out of 110 places on assembly committees (1&.8gnt), including three deputy
chair positions. However, it must be noted thaferoale chairs were appointed and
several committees had no women members 4t all.

Although women are less visible as elected membethe Assembly, the Good
Friday Agreement reflects their contribution iny fexample, its declaration of
women’s right to participate in political life. kddition, as in Scotland and Wales,
the Northern Ireland Assembly has promoted moreilyaimendly working
practices. As in Scotland, a Civic Forum has bestaldished by the Assembly as a
consultative body. It was proposed by the Womentaliion as a means of
preserving the policy expertise and commitment ahmunity actors, including
women, built up over the period of Direct Rule amaimen comprise 37 per cent of

% M. Ward, The Northern Ireland Assembly and Women: AssessenGénder DeficitDemocratic
Dialogue, 2000.
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the membership. An extensive equality mainstreanpiragram is also underway
which centres around a powerful statutory duty (®ac75) placed upon all public
bodies, including government departments, to haxeerdgard to promote equality
of opportunity and to draw up equality schemesh@ligh primarily driven from a
community and ‘fair employment’ perspective, it daglow the opportunity for
gender equality concerns to be integrated intowtbek of government and public
authorities in the Province. Devolution has themeforesulted in modest
improvements in the symbolic representation of wométh the opportunity for
significant progress with respect to substantiyeasentation.

Table 3: Gender Composition of the Northern Ireland Assembly, 1998

Political Party Elected members Elected members
(No. of Seats) (% of Seats)
women men women men
Ulster Unionist Party 2 26 71 929
Socialist Democratic Labour Party* 3 21 12.5 87.5
Democratic Unionist Party 1 19 5 95
Sinn Fein 5 13 27.8 62.2
Alliance 1 5 16.7 83.3
NI Women’s Coalition 2 0 100
Progressive Unionist Party 0 2 100
Others (Unionist) 0 8 0 100
Totals 14 94 12.9 87.1

*As of December 2000, SDLP’s John Hume resigned and was replaced by Annie Courtney, which increased their number of
female MLAs to 4 (16.6%), which in turn increased the overall total to 15 female MLAs (13.8%).

Conclusions

Women'’s agency has been significant in shapingmefmgendas in Scotland, Wales
and Northern Ireland but the opportunity to do sa been shaped by markedly
different political conditions in general and irspect of the situations of women.

In Scotland generally more favourable circumstankase enabled women to
maximise their influence through pluralist coalitso At each stage of the long
campaign women, with the support of some men, sstelly intervened in

the process to make specific claims about womespsessentation and to gender
wider campaigns to redress the so-called ‘demacdatficit’ and promote the case
for greater democratic participation. In the contek broad civil and political

consensus, the issue of women'’s political underesgmtation received an audience
and a recognition unparalleled in Northern Irelavthilst they have not achieved
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everything they wanted, women have secured coraitieigains in terms of both
the proportion of women MSPs sitting at Holyrooginibolic representation) and
the enhanced influence for women in policy develepim (substantive
representation). The presence of women in the remliament and the continued
advocacy of women’s groups may prove vital in rmaimng the momentum of the
broader equalities agenda and representation ofem@nconcerns.

In Wales, matters were complicated by the genadifference of many sections of
civil society to the devolution project, the wealfrastructure of the women’s
movement and the insular nature of the Welsh LaBauty. However, against this
rather unpromising backdrop, a small group of iafiial women activists did
manage to insert themselves and concerns aboutegeiality into political
dialogue. In a process that mirrored the top-dowaracter of the general reform
project in Wales, these ‘strategic women’ stakexdiaam for women and promoted
measures for their improved symbolic and substamépresentation. In the absence
of a wider grassroots mobilisation, the networkktadvantage of a short period of
intense planning and campaigning between 1997 888 1o achieve significant
gains. Ironically, the ‘politics of catch-up’ witBcotland resulted in outcomes that
not only caught up — but, in many respects, ovdert8ootland. The National
Assembly for Wales has one of the highest propostiaf female representatives in
any elected body in the world, national or regiprahd one of the highest
proportions of women in Cabinet. Most of the ‘stgit women’ involved in the
campaign are now in the Assembly and many havaaeph the Assembly Cabinet.
Prospects for substantive representation are alemiging: with increased
opportunities for women’s organisations, althougbsues of capacity and
infrastructure will need to be addressed before @mm organisations can take
advantage of this new regime of inclusion.

In Northern Ireland, inimical political and institonal constraints have prevented
development of the pluralist coalitions possibleSitotland. The legacy of divided
communities and violence meant there was less spageich womeras womernn
Northern Ireland could mobilise. Nevertheless g@ss women worked across
significant divisions in pursuit of the common paose of playing a part in shaping
new constitutional settlements. The advent of dgiah in Northern Ireland has
resulted in improvements in both the place andtipalivoice of women. There is
now an established and articulate movement comunitbe extending women’s
contributions from informal political activity tdhé formal political arena. There are
15 female MLAs — the largest group of Northern dred women ever to have
legislative powers — and two female Ministers. Tigic Forum is likely to give
women’s organisations a powerful voice as mainstieg equality through Section
75 is already proving to do so with its strong eagé upon consultation and
participation. It must be concluded, however, thatmain parties continue to give
little priority to the importance of women'’s cotutions to the political process. It
may also prove to be more difficult to keep womestibstantive concerns on the
agenda in the absence of a strong presence of waifitiein the Assembly to exert
pressure from within.
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Constitutional change has opened up opportuniti&cdtland, Wales and Northern
Ireland for women to mobilise around the issuepadalftical representation in its
broadest sense. Being involved, albeit in differemtys, in the design of new
electoral systems and new institutions has meatttbmen activists have played a
part in improving symbolic and substantive repréaston. As such, the process of
devolution has resulted not only in renegotiatibpawers between centre and sub-
state nation or region but also some redistributbipolitical power between the
sexes. Devolution is increasingly understood garéaess not an event.’ It is clear
from this preliminary assessment of events in &oot| Wales and Northern Ireland
that gender has been and will continue to be awitapt dimension of that process
as it evolves and develops throughout the Unitedyom. A



