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Symposium Participants 

 

Anna Bird (presenter) is a member of the Fawcett Society a UK organisation 

that campaigns for gender equality in politics and society, often working 

with partners including the Women’s Budget Group and the TUC. Fawcett 

began campaigning on the impact of austerity before the coalition 

government came to power. Over the past two years the organisation has 

engaged in a wide range of activities to highlight the impact of the UK 

budget cuts on women’s equality. 

Maureen Connolly (presenter) is the Chair of Birmingham Violence against 

Women Board. She also sits on Birmingham's Third Sector Assembly 

executive, Birmingham Community Safety Partnership Executive and 

Birmingham Safeguarding Children Board Executive.  

Scarlet Harris (presenter) is women’s equality officer for the Trade Union 

Congress (TUC), an organisation comprised of fifty-four affiliated unions, 

representing six million workers, about half of whom are women.  The TUC 

has been at the forefront of the campaigning against the budget cuts, a 

large part of which has been about the impact of the cuts on women.  

Ruth Lister (presenter) is a Labour Peer in the House of Lords. She currently 

holds the position of Emeritus Professor of Social Policy at Loughborough 

University and is also the Honorary President of the UK Child Poverty 

Action Group.  

Holly Taylor (presenter) works for Birmingham and Solihull Women’s Aid, a 

feminist organisation supporting women affected by domestic violence. 

The organisation manages community based services, focusing mainly on 

housing related support. Holly is writing a thesis which evaluates the 

impact that Independent Domestic Violence Advisers in Birmingham have 

on the prosecution of such offences.    

Sylvia Walby (presenter) is Distinguished Professor of Sociology at 

Lancaster University, where she holds the UNESCO Chair in Gender 

Research. 

Emma Foster (Chair) is Lecturer in Gender and International Relations, 

University of Birmingham. Karen Rowlingson (Chair) is Professor of Social 

Policy, University of Birmingham. Laura Jenkins (Convenor) is Teaching 
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Fellow in Politics, University of Birmingham. Jill Steans (Convenor) is Senior 

Lecturer in International Relations Theory, University of Birmingham. 

 

The audience comprised academics, undergraduate and postgraduate 

students, members of non-governmental organisations and relevant 

government services providers and independent political activists from 

local and national organisations. 

 

NOTE: This report has been compiled using the original presentation 

materials (written notes and power point presentations) and transcripts of 

the actual presentations and the subsequent Q and A.  In order to better 

reflect and include the contributions made by presenters and audience 

members to all areas under discussion, the material has been edited, re-

organised and re-presented as a ‘conversation’ between participants. 

While it has been necessary to cut and edit the original presentations, the 

compilers of this report have taken care not to alter the wording (as far as 

possible), meaning, implication or inference of specific comments and 

contributions. All presenters had sight of this report prior to dissemination 

and were given the opportunity to approve the changes made to their 

original presentations ahead of publication. 

 

Introduction 

 

In response to the global financial crisis, on 20 October 2010, U.K 

Chancellor George Osborne unveiled a Comprehensive Spending Review 

(CSR), announcing deep, wide-ranging cuts in public expenditure. The 

Coalition Government defended the austerity drive as a necessary, 

prudent, realistic and ‘fair’ response to a crisis in which the most 

vulnerable and ‘future generations’ would be ‘protected’ and in which the 

British people were ‘all in this together’. Detractors claimed that it hailed a 

litany of changes which collectively signalled the demise of public services, 

the growth of unemployment, growing poverty, further economic and 

social polarisation, the end of the welfare state and an important shift in 

state-civil society relations.  
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The U.K austerity measures entail significant gendered impacts. For 

example, in social reproduction and care work, especially in relation to 

single-headed households which are over-represented among the poorest 

households in the U.K. Job losses, pay freezes, underemployment, 

threatened cutbacks on flexible working and maternity pay and leave for 

those who remain in work, cuts in public expenditure, in social services and 

investment in human capital all tend to affect women more than men, 

because women still largely shoulder the responsibility for the care and 

well-being of families. At the same time, cuts in funding to government 

agencies and NGOs have an adverse impact on vital specialist social 

support services to vulnerable people; victims of domestic violence being 

one prominent example. Furthermore, the measures will undoubtedly have 

‘knock-on’ effects with regard to social and political participation as 

women particularly become more ‘time poor’ as well as resource poor.  

 

Yet, the gendered dimensions of the financial crisis and austerity are often 

not interrogated outside of feminist circles, even as it is evident that 

gender is deeply implicated in all issues of social inequality and social 

justice attendant on the crisis, the ensuing economic and social distress 

and international and national responses. The gendered impacts were 

largely ignored by governments; as evidenced by the June 2010 Emergency 

Budget, which was initiated and implemented without any assessment of 

their likely impact on gender equality, even as the 2010 Equality Act 

required such assessment. 

 

This Symposium
1

 provided a space for participants- academics, 

policymakers, third sector organizations and advocates- to interrogate the 

financial crisis and the UK Coalition Government responses through gender 

lenses. Viewed thus, do George Osborne’s claims the British people are ‘all 

in this together’ and that responses to the crisis have been ‘necessary’, 

‘prudent’ and ‘fair’ stand up to critical scrutiny?  

 

How has this situation come about? 
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Sylvia Walby: In his statement in the CSR, the Chancellor declared that it 

(the financial crisis) was a consequence of overspending on welfare. But 

the deficit in the government budget is instead due to the recession that 

reduced tax income and increased spending on unemployment benefits 

and due to bailing out the banks with government funds. The budget crisis 

is a consequence, not cause, of financial crisis. It is not because there was 

initial spending on welfare. 

 

There were once policies to regulate finance, which were put in place after 

the last big financial crash of 1929. Democratic controls were put in place 

to prevent large flows of capital overseas and to regulate the stock 

exchange. Step by step, these controls were reduced in the 1980s, during 

the emergence of the neoliberal project at a time of reduced social 

democratic forces, for example, the reduction in male trade unionised 

skilled workers in manufacturing. 

 

Why is the financial crisis- and the Coalition response- a gender issue? 

 

Sylvia Walby: Gender is at the centre of the on-going crisis. The cuts in 

public expenditures disproportionately affect women as employees and as 

users and providers of services. Tax is a feminist issue. Tax is a democratic 

mechanism for transfers from rich to poor, thus from men to women. Thus, 

the avoidance and evasion of taxes, tax havens and secrecy jurisdictions 

are gendered. Reducing government deficits by cutting public expenditure 

rather than by raising taxes is gendered.  

 

Scarlet Harris: In terms of what is happening in the public sector. We know 

that over 100,000 jobs were lost in local authorities since the general 

election and you’d expect more of those to be women than men, but we’re 

seeing some worrying patterns emerging. At Prime Minister’s Questions 

(12/10/11), David Cameron claimed that there were more women in work 

now than ‘at the time of the election.’ When you actually look at that 

period, if you just look strictly speaking at the number of women in 
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employment, actually the working age female employment rate at that 

period had fallen, but more importantly the number of unemployed 

women had gone through the roof-the highest since 1988! (92,000 to 

1,069,000). Job cuts in the public sector are leading to a massive rise in 

women’s unemployment (1.12 million; a 25 year high). The number of 

women who are actually signing on at the dole office is over half a million- 

a 22.5% increase on the previous year (the male claimant count shows a 

3.8% increase). In the South East (of England), women accounted for 75.8% 

of council job losses and in 19 councils, women’s job losses accounted for 

100% of the total job cuts. 

 

We still have a pay freeze that’s going to carry on until 2014. We’ve got 

high inflation, that’s a real terms pay cut for many. 73% of those people 

subject to the pay freeze are women. And regional pay which is the 

government’s latest thing. This is essentially a race to the bottom. If you 

live in a region where in the private sector you would be earning much less 

for this job, they (government) think let’s cut public sector pay to match. 

 

The government’s great hope has been that the private sector will create 

lots of job growth and women will find lots of wonderful new jobs in the 

private sector. Very few jobs are being created in the private sector. 

Women earn less in the private sector than they do in the public sector 

overall. Almost a third of women working full-time in the private sector 

earn less than £300 compared to 8% in public sector. 77% of women 

working part-time in the private sector earn less than £200 compared to 

47% in the public sector. The gender pay gap is double in the private sector 

than it is in the public sector so there are questions about whether jobs 

exist for women in the private sector, but also whether they are good jobs. 

It’s also worth noting the types of work that are available in terms of 

flexibility and quality part-time work, which is more available in the public 

sector, and job share opportunities which are less prevalent in the private 

sector, so perhaps less suited to many women with children. 

 

One and a half million people are currently underemployment (working 

part-time but need to be or want to be working full time). That’s double 
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the figure pre-recession and many of those we know are women. There is 

this sort of strange concept that all women want to work part-time and if 

there are women on part-time figures then that’s perfectly normal. There 

are some odd notions of what a typical family looks like. 

 

Atypical contracts and precarious work are a huge problem. By atypical 

contracts I mean for example what are called zero hour’s contracts which 

are very prevalent in the retail sector. Even in higher education and further 

education lots of lecturers are finding themselves on sessional contracts 

and agency contracts rather than permanent contracts. And lots more 

agency work-it’s much harder for people to find permanent secure 

employment with all the terms and conditions that you’d want to go with 

that, such as a good pension, for example. 

 

We’re seeing the very beginning of some very savage cuts. It’s going to get 

a lot worse over the next few years. The UK is now in a double dip 

recession. Unemployment is forecast to remain incredibly high for the next 

four years. Inflation is forecast to remain above target for the next year. 

Inflation forecasts are always incredibly variable and hard to pin down so 

that may well change or it may be higher for longer than a year, who 

knows? Earnings growth is likely to remain below inflation during the 

whole of this year (partly due to the public sector pay freeze) and the 

government in the last budget announced that it planned to cut a further 

10 billion pounds from the welfare budget by 2016/17 and we know that 

benefits make up 1/5 of women’s incomes compared to 1/10 of men’s 

income so that’s obviously going to have serious consequences for a lot of 

women.  

 

Can you say a few words about the statistics? Where does your data 

come from? 

 

Scarlet Harris: The Women’s Budget Group (WBG) has been doing a lot of 

work on the impact of welfare changes particularly but also fiscal policies in 

general on women. (For example) The WBG did some very good analysis
2
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and found that single mothers were particularly hard hit by the changes 

and also single female pensioners were particularly hard hit. That’s partly 

because of the kind of services that they use but also the kind of benefits 

that they are in receipt of. 

 

Maureen Connolly: Research from the TUC (False Economy website
3
) 

showed cuts to services alone will equate to around 20% of the household 

income of the poorest 10% of the population but only 1.5% of the 

household income of the richest 10%. 

 

What impacts will this ‘austerity’ have on poverty and social exclusion? 

 

Scarlet Harris: If we just look at what’s been happening to single mothers 

(over 90% of lone parents are single mothers) -There has been a 55.7% 

increase in lone parents claiming job seekers allowance and that was very 

much driven by government policy (which started under Labour) which 

forces women at earlier stages in their child’s life to be actively seeking 

work rather than living off income support. Single mothers whose youngest 

child is 5 years old now have to actively seek work or face sanctions. 

The government trailed changes to the personal tax allowance as this 

wonderful thing we are doing for low income people and low income 

women, in particular. They are increasing the personal tax allowance from 

£8,105 to £9,205 with an aim to increase it further to I think £10,000. 

Actually, the poorest people, the majority of whom are women, do not 

reach that personal allowance threshold so they are not benefitting at all. 

The move also benefits higher rate tax payers so you are not targeting it at 

the people who need it the most. 42% women gain nothing whatsoever 

from this change compared to 28% men. So men do better out of it overall 

and it doesn’t cover the people who need it the most. 

 

Another important one is the changes to child benefit. Lots of high earning 

families think it is odd that this is being taken away from them and it is an 

assault on the idea of having universal benefit. Child benefit was frozen in 

2010 for 3 years and the government then put forward plans to remove 
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child benefit entirely where one earner was a higher rate tax payer. So, 

you’re a single mother earning 45k, living in London, and you have another 

family where both parents are on, say, 80k income, they get to keep their 

child benefit. 95% of recipients of child benefit are women.  

 

Maureen Connolly: I was struck when I heard the author Stephen 

Armstrong (The Road to Wigan Pier Revisited), talking about how we’ve 

already seen a return to 1936 levels of poverty and specifically citing the 

case of a young woman, Sarah who was living in a homeless women’s 

hostel in Manchester who just disappeared. How many thousands of 

Sarah’s will these cuts create?  

 

Anna Bird: Those who can least afford to lose state support are being 

hardest hit by benefit changes. Single mothers will lose a month’s income 

each year, when all the tax and benefit changes are rolled out. Research by 

Save the Children
4

 and Daycare Trust
5

, Resolution Foundation
6

 and 

Netmums
7
 (survey by Working Mums) shows women considering returning 

to work after maternity leave are finding they can no longer afford to work 

because the childcare costs would outstrip their earnings. 

 

Holly Taylor: Advice centres and services are either closing down or being 

reduced in capacity (for example, the Citizens Advice Bureau).  Many 

immigration and specialist Black and Minority Ethnic (BME) advice services 

have now ceased to exist altogether, leaving the most vulnerable women in 

society with nowhere to turn.   

 

Ruth Lister: Cuts in social security are likely to worsen women’s poverty 

and also disrupt the informal social networks on which many rely, where 

they are forced to move to find lower cost accommodation because of 

benefit cuts. There are disgraceful examples of this. Families have been 

sent to different areas where they have no support networks, uprooted 

from their homes, they know no-one and there are still no jobs.  
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How will these various measures impact gender equality/inequality? 

 

Anna Bird: Women are not equal (to men) and don’t exercise the same 

power and control over their lives. Women in the UK still earn less, own 

less and are more likely to live in poverty than men. The pay gap is one of 

the starkest and most persistent indicators of the fact that women are not 

yet equal. We have become used to slow but steady progress towards 

equality between women and men. But now we have hit a tipping point. 

Over the next few years, we will see a number of indicators of women’s 

equality and rights going backwards. Women’s incomes will shrink and 

more women will live in real poverty.  

 

We need to remember why money matters-it affords women the ability to 

exercise control and choice over the world around us. An independent 

income affords us autonomy, bargaining power, financial control. Women’s 

voice and choice will be diminished. The right to safety and freedom from 

violence and access to justice will be undermined as services are eroded 

and women’s route out of abusive relationships is blocked. Women will 

become more time poor too as the impact of withdrawn services takes 

hold, with a knock-on impact on their ability to engage in the public sphere.  

 

Ruth Lister: The Oxfam study of BME maternal poverty
8
 found in several 

cases that the his/hers financial arrangements were so unequal as to 

suggest fundamental power imbalances which bordered on ‘economic 

violence’ meaning that ‘a woman has so little access to money that key 

aspects of her life pass out of her own control and into her husband’s, 

fundamentally curtailing her freedom.’   

 

Scarlet Harris: There seems to be a complete lack of understanding of what 

child benefit means to a lot of families and the impacts on both child 

poverty and also women’s financial independence. For many women in 

relationships, that (child benefit) may be the only source of independent 

income that they have. I think if you are Nick Clegg or David Cameron, it 
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might be hard to understand that that small amount of money is actually 

your only independent income. 

 

Anna Bird: Economic equality can be the access point for other basic 

human rights. 

 

Maureen Connolly: (Quoting a report by journalist Polly Toynbee
9
) ‘Turn 

back the clocks and rewrite history for International Women’s Day Today. 

This marks the first era in living memory that British women’s freedoms 

have gone into reverse as women pay the heaviest price for Government’s 

policies.’ It is nothing short of an outrage that David Cameron uses 

International Women’s Day to announce that the UK is working towards 

signing the Council of Europe’s Convention on Violence against Women 

and Domestic Violence. He said ‘this agreement is not just a piece of 

paper.’ The Convention is not just a piece of paper but the way cuts are 

threatening women’s safety and equality shows that his veneer of concern 

is paper thin. 

 

Scarlet Harris: Pregnancy discrimination is a huge problem. Anecdotally, 

from union, from NGOs such as Maternity Action and other advice services, 

we’re hearing that pregnancy discrimination is on the rise.  Apparently this 

is a problem across Europe. This happens in recessions and times where 

there are lots of redundancies going on, employers sometimes make some 

very unfair decisions about who  to make redundant, who would be the 

easiest candidate to get rid of. We’re finding more and more women being 

selected for redundancy whilst on maternity leave or when they’ve just 

returned from maternity leave. We also have some real concerns about 

threatened cuts to maternity pay and leave. There’s a long list there of 

particularly pregnancy and family related benefits which were just 

completely axed which actually added up to a huge amount of money for 

people. It’s also worth noting that cuts to housing benefit probably have 

more impact on women than any of the other cuts put together. Look at 

lists of benefit cuts.
10
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Audience Question: With regard to cuts to maternity leave, how do European (Union) 

changes in that field affect this? 

 

Scarlet Harris: I’m not sure about the EU decision on maternity allowance (the Pregnant 

Workers Directive). If the government went ahead, and we don’t know if they will, and cut 

back to 18 weeks, that is the minimum they could cut it back to while sticking to PWD, the 

bare minimum.  

 

Audience Question: What about shared parental leave? 

 

Scarlet Harris: Unaffordable childcare is another issue. The cost of childcare 

has been rising above inflation for a long time. Government changes to the 

child tax credits and benefits make it harder for people to afford childcare. 

In many areas, people are reporting getting into debts to afford childcare 

or being forced to leave work entirely. 

 

Anecdotally, we’re hearing about cutbacks on flexible working. Employers 

are now not responding favourably to those requests (for flexible working). 

People fear asking their employer, as they fear it singles them out for 

redundancy or for changes in their terms and conditions. 

 

And cuts to services-a 27% cuts to local government funding by 2014-15; 

124 Sure Start Centres closed since the general election; widespread cuts 

to maternity services, wards, midwife staffing budgets, health visitors. And 

more women use public transport than men, more women use the 

education system than men (HE, FE), more women use the health service 

and more women use social care and also provide informal social care. So, 

cuts to services have a massive impact on women. 

 

Maureen Connolly: Cutting older women’s income and failing to develop an 

adequate system of care and support for older people has indirect 
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consequences on women who are facing domestic violence and that’s 

before we take into account the cuts to domestic violence services.  

 

Scarlet Harris: There has been no serious equality impact assessment and 

the red book (the main budget document), does not contain an equality 

impact assessment of this budget or the previous budgets. If you trawl 

through the HM Revenue and Customs website, you can find some 

attempts at some equality assessments of some aspects of the budget, but 

they are not serious equality impact assessments as we would understand 

them. One example is tax breaks for investments in small businesses. Now, 

the government’s equality impact states ‘investors tend to be male, located 

in the South of England and have higher overall income levels. The changes 

to the scheme are not likely to change that position.’ And it goes on to 

conclude that; ‘Therefore, there will be no impact on other groups’ 

(audience laughter). It’s all fine because the status quo is either being 

maintained or things are getting even better for white men who are doing 

very well for themselves in the South East. 

 

What will be the impacts on citizenship-women’s citizenship specifically? 

 

Ruth Lister: Women’s autonomy – in particular economic and bodily 

autonomy – has been at the heart of many of women’s struggles for 

citizenship, even if its meaning and significance have been contested. 

Feminist analysis has highlighted how it was ignored in the traditional 

theorisation of citizenship even though it was critical to the understanding 

of citizenship in the liberal tradition.   

 

When we look at the range of measures impacting on women they add up, 

with only the occasional exception, to an assault on women’s autonomy 

and therefore their citizenship. While not all feminist perspectives on 

citizenship treat paid work as the key to citizenship, in reality this is what it 

has become. It thus opens up access to those social citizenship rights linked 

to employment status. But it also can enhance the agency and personal 

resources that facilitate the exercise of political citizenship. 
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Bodily integrity is one of the most fundamental civil citizenship rights. 

Economic dependence makes women more vulnerable to domestic 

violence – indeed it can be a form of violence itself.   

 

As well as the disproportionate impact of unemployment on women, the 

introduction of universal credit is also likely to depress women’s 

employment. The Department of Work and Pension’s considers ‘any such 

risk of decreased work incentives is justified’ because it is concerned only 

with incentives at the level of the household rather than the individual. The 

equality impact assessment acknowledges that ‘it is possible that in some 

families second earners may choose to reduce or rebalance their hours or 

to leave work….In these cases, the improved ability of the main earner to 

support his or her family will increase the options available for families to 

strike their preferred work/life balance.’ (Quotes Bronagh Hinds); ‘Work-

life balance is about reconciling work and family life to enable women to 

have equal access to employment and to progress through a career path on 

the same footing as men.’ It is not predicated on a return to a traditional 

male breadwinner model, which was inimical to women’s citizenship.  

 

One of the few progressive proposals to come out of the Coalition 

government is to ‘create a culture where both parents can better balance 

working and home life.’ In particular it proposes reform of the 

maternity/paternity leave system to introduce parental leave, on the lines 

of the Nordic ‘daddy month’ model.  This could be pivotal in helping to shift 

the gendered division of labour and therefore in promoting women’s 

citizenship through paid employment in a way that doesn’t de-value care 

work. It would be churlish not to welcome it now.  But the consultation 

paper was published nearly a year ago, and we’ve heard nothing more 

other than rumours that they (the Government) are under pressure to drop 

the parental leave proposals from the de-regulation brigade. 

 

The impact on women’s citizenship of the disincentive created by universal 

credit (based on means-testing and a joint assessment of income and 
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capital) would be particularly damaging in those households where an 

imbalance of power exists, often reflecting the economic power of each 

partner. Individual entitlement or at least access to social security is also an 

important factor. 

 

A number of changes to the social security system are undermining 

women’s access to social citizenship rights in their own right. This is 

aggravated by the chosen payment method into one account with no 

guarantee that women will have control over it. Yet, at the same time their 

responsibilities are being tightened up with the further extension of 

conditionality to partners – creating an imbalance between rights and 

responsibilities.  

 

Child benefit, which will continue to be paid direct to the caring parent, is 

being frozen for 3 years as well as being means-tested through the tax 

system against the income of any higher rate taxpayers.  The case for the 

endowment of motherhood, which led to the introduction of family 

allowances after Second World War, was argued explicitly with reference 

to the citizenship claims of both mothers and children.  Although the 

government has been forced to water down its means-testing proposal, 

ultimately it might be integrated into universal credit. This could be the 

final death knell of a universal benefit for children paid to the caring 

parent. 

 

Social citizenship is being reconfigured. Under New Labour it was all about 

rights and responsibilities, with responsibility defined primarily with 

reference to paid work and little recognition of care work as a 

responsibility of citizenship.  This is being taken a step further with lone 

parents whose youngest child is aged five being moved on to Job Seeker’s 

Allowance, despite the lack of available jobs or necessary childcare 

infrastructure.  At the same time there’s growing emphasis on parents’ 

responsibilities to support their children’s education and keep them out of 

trouble. Social citizenship rights are now seen as privileges-conditional on 

responsible behaviour.  
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Informal social networks, which provide mutual aid, are also an important 

locus of women’s citizenship practice from the perspective of what has 

been called ‘everyday-life citizenship’ and sometimes as a springboard for 

collective action.  Cuts also limit their ability to engage fully in public and 

political life; in other words will diminish their political citizenship. 

Women’s civil citizenship will also be undermined by legal aid cuts, which 

will hit them disproportionately in particular in relation to domestic 

violence cases and social welfare law. 

 

Anna Bird: It could signal a return to a household model based on a single 

breadwinner and dependent carer, despite the fact that most families want 

to share parenting and both partners in a couple want to take up paid work 

as well. 

 

Maureen Connolly: These policies are an attack on women’s basic 

independence. They would mean, for example, that it is significantly more 

difficult for women to even leave situations which are violent and life 

threatening. 

 

Audience Question: My question is about the threefold distinction- political/civil/social 

citizenship. How can we show the interconnections? For example, where you talk about how 

social citizenship is conceived of as luxuries, the reduction in social rights means the reduction 

of political and civil citizenship. How can this be politicized? Why is Marshall’s distinction 

accepted but not challenged? 

 

Ruth Lister: It does feel like we’re back in the 1980s, having the same debate – not just about 

the interconnection, but that social citizenship is a genuine type of citizenship. Raymond Plant 

wrote a powerful challenge. Groups like Child Poverty Action Group have showed the 

connection – i.e. if you are homeless, it is difficult to exercise your right to vote. We have to 

produce the evidence to show more strongly those interconnections. It’s a basic assumption 

of the human rights agenda that civil, political, cultural and social rights are interconnected, 

but this is not accepted by many on the Right. We’ve got to get this across – in the academy, 
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politics, local government, civil society – use examples of how that is undermined if social 

rights are neglected. 

 

Audience Question: At what age should women return to work without forcing them to? 

 

Ruth Lister: I’ve written about this as a pendulum-veering towards suggesting that the labour 

market is a source of women’s autonomy and then kind of recoiling when governments’ 

pursue that to push lone mothers into the labour market. Gingerbread
11

 would argue that if 

you provide the incentives and the facilities then women will do it and the proportion of lone 

parents in the labour force has been going up. I personally did not think it was good feminist 

politics that mothers should not be expected to seek work until youngest child was sixteen. If 

women are out of the labour market for that long, they’ve had it really. Going all the way 

down to five in the current context, seems to me punitive because the jobs aren’t going to be 

there, the childcare before and after school is not going to be there, the holiday child care 

and, at a time when we are emphasising all the responsibilities on parents. I fear it is going 

too far and it would be much better to wait and see how it is working, because it is already 

down to seven. Perhaps at some future date, in better times, then you could perhaps move it 

again. But I agree we shouldn’t assume that it is a bad thing that lone parents are expected 

to seek paid work. 

 

Can you elaborate a little on what these gendered impacts say about the 

role of the state in promoting both equality and social inclusion? 

 

Ruth Lister: The welfare state, for all its shortcomings from women’s 

perspectives, has played an important role in promoting women’s 

autonomy as waged workers both as an employer of female labour and 

through the provision of services, which have facilitated women’s entry 

into the labour market.  As a provider of benefits, its role has been more 

equivocal – simultaneously offering an independent income to some 

women but reinforcing the economic dependency on a male partner of 

others.   
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15 years ago I wrote that the question of economic dependency is 

‘arguably taking on renewed importance in many countries where public 

policy is attempting to shift economic dependency back from the public to 

the private sphere.’  These words ring even more true today as we have a 

government intent on reducing the scope of the public sphere of the 

welfare state and which is also obsessed with the supposed debilitating 

evils of ‘welfare dependency’, while remaining indifferent to the 

implications of dependency in the private sphere of the family. The Oxfam 

study underlines why private economic dependence on a male partner is 

more corrosive of autonomy than public dependence on the state.  

However inadequate and oppressive the nature of state provision, it 

potentially offers women more rights and control than uncertain 

dependence on male patronage.  And it reinforces women’s poverty, albeit 

poverty that is hidden within the home, so long as a woman stays with a 

male partner.   

 

Maureen Connolly: Fundamental pillars of the welfare state, such as the 

NHS, legal aid, child-benefit, social housing will be quantitatively weakened 

and this will reverse the changes we have seen in recent decades. Such 

changes, in particular, will radically weaken the position of women in 

society. The whole character of our society will change. The Government 

cannot wreck the welfare state, decimate public spending, and remove 

essential benefits which lift the income of the poorest up a little, destroy 

women’s organisations, but not reverse the entire position of women in 

society. 

  

These cuts have been accompanied by outright political attacks and by 

gross sexism in government, a creeping attack on women’s rights to 

reproductive control, including directly through the actions of the Health 

Secretary undermining equality legislation, the Prime Minister himself in an 

official parliamentary debate telling the shadow minister to ‘calm down 

dear’ and the Justice secretary suggesting that some rapes are ‘not that 

serious.’ 
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What about specific services and sectors, like support to those 

experiencing-or at risk of- domestic violence? 

 

Holly Taylor: One of the first and most direct impacts of the austerity 

measures came in the reduction of the Supporting People budget and the 

removal of the ‘ring-fence’ which had previously protected such spending. 

Supporting people funding is responsible for most domestic violence 

services in Birmingham (and nationally) and includes both refuge provision 

and community based services such as outreach. In Birmingham there has 

been a year on year percentage reduction in hours they commission 

resulting in the loss of roughly a post per year for each service.  As an 

organisation we lost a £400k service last year which impacted significantly 

on our service provision.  Such cuts have been felt by other domestic 

violence organisations across the county.   

 

Sylvia Walby: Local Authority funds to domestic violence and sexual abuse 

services were reduced from £7.8m to £5.4m between 2010/11 and 

2011/12, that is, by 31%. This is a disproportionate cut as compared to 

others.  

 

Maureen Connolly: The situation is extremely serious-for women and 

society. Women will be more likely to face violence and have fewer routes 

of support. Domestic abuse occurs from within all social classes and is not 

directly caused by poverty, but let us be in no doubt that violence will be 

worsened by these cuts. Instead of increasing women’s economic and 

social options, these cuts mean rising women’s unemployment, higher 

housing costs and greater family poverty and the closure of services that 

women would otherwise have turned to when faced with violence. Cuts 

mean that many more women will feel desperate with nowhere to turn. 

Many more will be exposed to violence and many more will die. They mean 

that the consequences of high levels of abuse will reverberate across the 

lives of children and generations. 
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It is not credible to suggest that massive cuts would not have a major effect 

on the women’s voluntary sector and specifically on refuges, violence 

against women’s services and crucially women’s safety. 31% of funding to 

the domestic violence and sexual abuse sector from local authorities was 

cut between 2010/11 and 2011/12, a reduction from £7.8 million to £5.4 

million. This cut is higher than the average cut to local authority budgets of 

27%. The number of independent domestic violence advisors is being 

reduced. In 2011, among major service providers, supporting 13,180 

people, two faced funding cuts of 100%, three of 50%, three of 40% and 

two of 25%. These advisors work with women at high risk, women at risk of 

murder, rape and extreme controlling behaviour. A large study of 2,500 

women using these advisors showed that 57% of the abuse stopped after 

using such services. The proportion rose to 2/3rds when the victim had 

received intensive intervention. What will happen as a result of cuts on this 

kind of service provision? More women will die, more women will suffer 

violence, and more women will live in fear as will their children. 2,000 

charities have been forced to close their services and sack staff. 

Birmingham City Council has the dubious distinction of cutting funding to 

the largest numbers of charities, around 190 organisations. Women’s 

services, or those that will directly impact on women, were hardest hit 

including children’s, youth, disabled people and older people’s 

organisations 

 

Holly Taylor: The police are the only 24 hour response available to women 

and as the gateway to the criminal justice system, their response is crucial 

in protecting women from harm. West Midlands Police (WMP) has had to 

make significant savings to their budgets which have understandably 

reduced capacity.  WMP have experienced a 20% reduction in domestic 

violence incidents reported to them since April 2010, whilst the demand on 

other services has increased.  This suggests that women who would have 

previously called 999 are no longer doing so.  It is also the case WMP has 

abolished specialist Domestic Violence Officers whose role was to keep in 

contact with women, link them into support services such as ours, and 

keep women informed of the progress of their case.  As such, the priority 

that was once afforded to domestic violence appears to have diminished. 
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The percentage of women who are able to access refuge accommodation 

on the day they need it is around 47%. 53% of women are left with no 

alternative but to approach the local authority. The Council has closed a 

number of its neighbourhood offices –the first port of call.  If a woman 

requires temporary accommodation she will more than likely be placed in a 

Bed and Breakfast and then possibly moved into a hostel or temporary 

property anywhere in the City. There is often not the capacity to 

accommodate women’s individual needs when placing them in Temporary 

Accommodation. If women are moved into a temporary property, they may 

experience further issues as these properties are often leased from private 

landlords-not all are inspected.  Poor conditions make it extremely difficult 

for women to remain. Often women return to the abuse, to protect their 

children from such environments. 

 

The impact of cuts on an already stretched children’s services department 

has had a significant impact on their capacity.  The result is that women will 

often be advised that they have already taken the appropriate steps and 

there is no role for children’s services.  When faced with women who have 

no recourse to public funds, those who cannot access refuge or any other 

accommodation but have children, we are being advised children’s services 

will accommodate the children but not the mother, or they will pay for 

them to return to their country of origin. Women are being penalised for 

trying to make themselves and their children safe. 

 

The lack of available outreach services is also an issue.  We have a waiting 

list of nearly 300 women requiring our service. Other providers in the city 

are either near capacity or have closed their waiting lists. There are 

additional challenges that arise from cuts to the welfare system.  The 

Welfare Reform Act made changes to Local Housing Allowance, which is 

the benefit women receive if they are in private rented accommodation. 

These changes make it significantly harder for women to be financially 

independent and therefore more likely to remain in abusive relationships.  

 

Proposed changes to legal aid will make it difficult for women to receive 

legal assistance to obtain civil remedies or issue divorce proceedings. 
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Overall, this results in a situation where women are prevented from 

seeking valuable support in order to help them plan their escape safely.  

This is compounded by the fact that in difficult economic times, domestic 

violence as an issue is likely to increase and, combined with changes to the 

benefits system, women have little hope of financial independence.  The 

result will undoubtedly be a generation of women and children who have 

been systematically abused and unable to escape.  Only time will tell the 

impact this has on their emotional, physical and psychological well-being – 

not to mention their opportunities to access education or employment.  

 

Maureen Connolly: It is more important than ever that women are able to 

access independent advocates who really do understand their risks and 

needs to assist them through the challenges they face. There will be cuts to 

statutory and specialist provision such as women’s aid, refuges and 

community based services. 

 

We are de facto rationing, pitching one woman’s needs against another on 

the basis of a one-off risk assessment that fails to recognise that domestic 

violence is dynamic and that risks change on a day to day, hour by hour 

basis. (Across the country) There are tales of very, very challenging 

situations for the refuge and violence against women agenda. Domestic 

and sexual violence services are struggling to keep going whilst 

commissioners-in the name of value for money-replace them with non-

specialists who pay their female staff poverty wages. This is well before we 

feel the full effect of what the Government has planned. 

 

Holly Taylor: With cuts comes a race to the bottom effect, where services 

need to be more competitive on price when commissioning starts. 

Charitable organisations often have higher costs than large public or 

private organisations that can absorb set up costs and often have poorer 

terms and conditions for their staff.   
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Audience Question: I’ve heard Women's Aid is losing contracts, for example, from Leeds. Is 

this becoming more widespread? 

 

Holly Taylor: It is really sad to lose third sector organisations with expertise but we’re only so 

far into the cuts so not sure how this will affect Solihull Women’s Aid. 

 

Audience Question: (With regard to) Southall Black Sisters judicial review
12

 - has it made a 

difference to the sector now? 

 

Holly Taylor: It was a London borough so it is specific. 

 

Maureen Connolly: I’m delighted to see them win but it’s not helpful for the sector generally. 

 

Audience Question: Will civil society take up more of a role in supporting women’s needs? 

 

Maureen Connolly: Sure there will be people who step forward-religious organisations, (on) a 

soup kitchen basis, but we do need people who can understand the risk. That takes a 

professional network. 

 

Holly Taylor: As an organization and a sector, we do not accept these 

challenges lying down.  We continue to provide high quality services to 

women and we have adapted our services accordingly.  

 

Comment from audience member: We shouldn’t homogenise women, but should look at 

issues around class and race and migration and so on.  

 

Maureen Connolly: You’re right. We have no BME services. This is really important, but is a 

much bigger discussion – a 2 hour presentation will be needed. 
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What can be done? 

 

Scarlet Harris: We’re doing lots of campaign work across unions; some with 

a very specific women and cuts focus, some with a more broad cuts focus. 

There has been lots of parliamentary lobbying by the TUC, by individual 

unions on specific issues. (For example) USDAW Shop Workers Union had a 

very successful campaign on the state pension changes-a joint campaign 

with the voluntary sector (Age UK) and there was actually a U-Turn on that. 

 

I work with a Trade Union Education Department on delivering courses and 

ensuring that throughout trade union education-not just on courses for 

equality reps-they are thinking about things like pregnancy discrimination, 

for instance, and are aware of the impact of cuts on women in the 

workplace and they are starting to incorporate that into their work on that 

across the board. 

 

Industrial action has not been specifically about women but some of it has 

a gendered angle. In Southwark, there was a group of speech and language 

therapists who were all made redundant and twenty-nine of those thirty 

speech and language therapists were women. UNITE, the union who 

organised, did take industrial action. 

 

Audience Question: Why is the labour movement not taking a particularly feminist stance? 

Why so gender neutral?  

 

Scarlet Harris: Trade unions vary massively –some trade unions have been more prominent 

Campaigning has been about gender impacts but industrial action has (often) not. In terms of 

industrial action, this has to be on specific issues in the workplace. Pensions, industrial action 

in teaching unions had a gendered focus. We do press work and messages –about women 

members. There has been a massive assault on everything – tribunal fees, union rights. 

 

Audience Question: Can you offer any tips for engaging women in trade unionism?  
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Scarlet Harris: There are some issues: macho culture; part-time work; branch meetings being 

late at night. It’s very difficult. We looked at young women’s network and mentoring 

schemes-really useful. We’re finding ways of filtering that down-finding out what women 

members want. 

 

Audience Question: I’m involved in a group against cuts in South Birmingham. We’ve 

achieved success as an organisation but it means that some organisations must be less 

successful. How do we come together so all are successful and we can ensure that our 

strategies are not to the detriment of others? 

 

Maureen Connolly: This is a challenge but we can try. Get involved in TUC action, networks, 

the Labour movement, campaign movements, and women’s organisations. Groups must 

come together and form networks. 

 

Scarlet Harris: It’s difficult not to be drawn into divide and rule. The role of the TU movement 

must be to build alliances with the voluntary sector.  

 

Anna Bird: Equality law provides a safety net to ensure that principles of 

equality are not picked up and put down by governments at whim or 

depending on the priorities and pressures of the day, but that they are an 

integral consideration in all policy-making. Equality law calls for: an 

evidence-base – seeking to understand how policies will play out between 

different groups before they are made, ensuring that decision-makers are 

better armed to make good decisions; transparency – publishing the 

thinking about how policies will impact on women and men, allowing for 

public scrutiny;  action - policies to not discriminate, mitigate any negative 

effects of policy on protected groups and where possible to advance 

equality – so a safeguard against unfair policy.  

 

The law can be a very useful tool for women to hold public authorities to 

account, to force more consideration of gender implications, and to 
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empower local groups of women to become more involved in local 

decision-making and give them a voice. 

 

The Labour government didn’t produce that evidence either.  But in the 

context of austerity, the lack of compliance (by the Government) has a 

particular resonance. 

 

The Fawcett Society undertook a judicial review of the government’s 

emergency budget to highlight the importance of giving due consideration 

to how economic decisions affect equality between women and men. We 

weren’t successful. But, the Coalition Government admitted it had not met 

its obligations and we now know that of 101 measures outlined in the 2010 

emergency budget, just one was subject to any sort of gender impact 

assessment.  

 

Nevertheless, we achieved a lot: awareness of the impact of austerity– 

information and media coverage; awareness of the law – at national level; 

a judge in court stating that the Treasury is subject to equality law; 

improved practices in the Treasury – spending review equalities statement, 

tax rate impact assessments. This is only the start. We have to use 

Freedom of Information requests. The next battleground is transparency as 

much of the analysis is not made public. And of course, we need to see 

action taken when there is evidence of disproportionate impact uncovered. 

 

Audience Question: Gender equality does not seem to be a major priority alongside other 

more pressing commitments, in the judge’s ruling. Will the equalities legislation only be as 

workable as the judiciary allows it to be in the sense that they interpret that legislation and, 

in which case, how do we contest that in itself, along with the Government’s position? 

 

Anna Bird: On the legal case, there were three key reasons that the case fell. The first was a 

technicality, so the judge felt that we hadn’t acted promptly enough. The second was a 

specific point about our case. We originally asked for the budget to be quashed but when it 

came to actually filing our case we changed the claim to be that actually we just wanted the 
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budget to be declared unlawful. The judge felt that actually just saying that the budget was 

unlawful didn’t achieve very much. We think it would have achieved a hell of a lot for the 

budget to be declared unlawful. We could have appealed but we chose not to, for resource 

reasons. It was a big, very difficult case to take for our part and we felt that we kind of 

achieved what we wanted to really with the case. The third reason is we were taking on the 

Establishment in such a major way. There was the Fawcett lawyers and our group of 

supporters with their Fawcett t-shirts sitting behind them on one side of the room and then 

all these men in pinstripe suits on the other side. And the barrister who was working for the 

government was kind of leaning on the bar and kind of having a word with the judge and the 

judge was saying ‘well, I’m sure you acted lawfully, didn’t you?’ It was clear that there was an 

Establishment there and we weren’t it. 

 

Scarlet Harris: It’s incredibly difficult on the ground for trade unions to use 

equality legislation. Unions do try to use equalities legislation but are 

finding time and time again that public authorities are using equality 

impact assessments as a tick-box exercise and using it to almost justify cuts 

after they’ve happened. (To give) One example, UNISON (Plymouth) kicked 

up a fuss when the Council decided to impose new terms and conditions on 

all of its workers, including massive cutbacks on maternity provisions. 

UNISON challenged this on equality grounds. In response, Plymouth council 

de-recognised the union. Although UNISON did get recognition again, the 

deal went through and those terms and conditions went through and the 

maternity provision was cut back.   

 

The TUC are producing some information on women’s employment to feed 

into a Shadow Report to the Convention on the Elimination of 

Discrimination against Women (CEDAW). Last year, the Government 

produced a report to CEDAW which gave their overview of the situation for 

women, covering a range of things, for example, education and 

employment. It’s almost like a parallel universe, when you read it. The UK 

Government claims to have introduced reforms to remove barriers to work 

and claims there has been strong growth in the UK in the level of female 

participation in the labour market over the last few decades (women make 

up 46% of the workforce, up from 37% in 1971). Our concerns-pay freezes, 

regional pay, unemployment, underemployment-were not brought out in 

the Government’s report to CEDAW. 
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Anna Bird: The government is prepared to withstand criticism and accept 

that its policies are disproportionately affecting women. The Coalition is 

not concerned by criticism. We’re campaigning in a cold climate where it is 

difficult to achieve change. 

 

Maureen Connolly: Because the Government has done no serious impact 

assessment, the interaction of such cuts with domestic violence has not 

even been considered as far as we know. 

 

Anna Bird: Coventry Women’s Voices
13

 produced their own gender and 

human rights impact assessment of the cuts in Coventry. Bristol Fawcett 

and East London Fawcett are using a toolkit funded by TUC, based on the 

work in Coventry, to do similar things in their local areas.  

 

Women’s votes are important to politicians and can make or break 

elections – so as the general election comes closer, what women think 

about government policy will matter more and more.  

 

Before the budget we published a list of measures the Chancellor could 

introduce in his budget on 21
st

 March to help stop the clock turning 

backwards, called a Life Raft for Women’s Equality. Thirty organisations 

worked with us to develop the Life Raft and signed up to our demands. Our 

demands include protecting the real value of child benefit and restoring 

the value of working tax credit, and ring-fencing Sure Start and violence 

against women services funding at local level. It also includes a set of 

broader demands: an employment strategy for women; a review of 

childcare, work and welfare policy looking at the impact on single mothers; 

improved decision-making, based on the public sector equality duties. This 

year we will be working to influence the government’s strategy to put 

women at the heart of the economic recovery. We need to see much more 

concerted action around women’s employment – tackling unemployment 

and unaffordable/inaccessible childcare. There’s much more thinking 

needed here across all parties. 
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Audience Question: To what extent are women MPs listening to what you say? Does having 

more women in government make a difference? 

 

Anna Bird: It does make a difference that there are more women in parliament, and on both 

sides of the party divide. Labour women have been all over this issue and used it as part of 

their campaign against the cuts but I also think that we have seen a lot of engagement from 

the Conservative women-the Conservative Women’s Forum-who want to ensure that the 

government’s policies are looked at through a gender lens. Fawcett went to speak to the 

Women’s Forum and got quite a grilling. We don’t see eye to eye on quite a lot of things and 

certainly they’ve got a different focus around what the role of the welfare state should be, 

but they are certainly organising and on issues of childcare and employment, they are very 

keen to come up with solutions and put them to the policy mechanism and I think that’s really 

helpful and something we can work with so it does make a difference, certainly. 

 

Comment from audience member: I don’t think lobbying this Government is going to do it.  

 

Anna Bird: There are ways that we can keep on fighting for women’s rights 

and give women a voice and ensure we continue to be part of the political 

process, if only from the outside. In November (2011), Fawcett took to the 

streets to protest that cuts were turning back time – thousands of women 

joined us to show their anger. Women who couldn’t make the march in 

London held actions all over the country. 

 

As the cuts start to bite, we are seeing an increase in activist activity and 

support for our campaigns, which is a positive step. One of the greatest 

concerns is that women are seeing the change in their personal 

circumstances as just bad luck or their own experience of hard times rather 

than a wider assault on women’s equality. As campaigners our role has to 

be to show the cumulative impact on the status of women’s equality and 

communicating this message to the media and to the public. 
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Maureen Connolly: It is now critical that we try to shape a powerful pro-

women message and lobby a voice for the majority whose quality of life is 

threatened. Alongside excellent research from the work of trade unions 

and established women’s organisations…we need to try to do what we can 

to bring all these voices together in action to protect women’s services, 

women’s lives and the status of women in society. We need to stop these 

cuts to ensure that the political party and electoral politics represents us. 

I’ve been inspired lately by the new voices that have emerged, the new 

feminist militancy among younger women, direct action, protests like 

Occupy, using the internet, building up opposition to cuts child benefit and 

legal aid and high profile campaigning action. 

 

Sylvia Walby: We should also not forget new forms of feminist organising 

and coalitions. Feminism is not only found in autonomous groups but also 

institutionalised in civil society-Non-Governmental Organisations, including 

Trade Unions. 

 

What are the alternatives? 

 

Anna Bird: The most disempowering thing is feeling like we’ve got no 

means of challenging the threats. Ultimately, it seems that we are fighting 

a battle over whether we can afford to give women equality, power and 

rights when there is no money around. Giving women power makes 

economic sense. If we drive women into poverty they are more likely to 

become dependent on the state for support. If we risk women’s safety, we 

will pay more picking up the pieces in the long run. So we also need to 

ensure that our work is about producing alternatives to austerity. We need 

to advocate for fair economic policy that delivers for women and men.  We 

must ensure that there is a coherent vision for the future on childcare, 

welfare, employment and public services and there are credible 

alternatives to austerity that deliver for women and prevent time from 

turning backwards.   
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Maureen Connolly: More and more people do not accept that there is no 

alternative. I believe our focus needs to be on shaping an effective voice 

for women’s interests. This government will have to listen. I believe we can 

provide clear evidence and arguments, we can show that economic and 

social policies are ideologically determined not inevitable. We can show 

that redistributive mechanisms will impact on the majority of people, all in 

the interests of transferring resources from the richest to the poorest. 

 

Anna Bird: It’s also difficult to engage at the macro-level – to make the 

arguments about cumulative impact-when the policy debates centre on 

one cut or another. Campaigners tend to have specific priority areas. The 

cuts are being implemented slowly so the overall effect will take a while to 

show through. 

 

Campaigning for changes to the process of economic decision-making– 

rather than content of economic policy– is powerful because it is not 

political. It does not pass judgement on economic models or political 

ideology but seeks instead to improve the way decisions are made.  

 

Scarlet Harris: We need a plan F; a feminist plan for investment and 

growth. We need the Government to start thinking about investing in social 

infrastructure as well as physical infrastructure. We need to invest in 

education. We need to invest in the health service. We need to invest in 

things like social care services as well as transport and green energy. 

 

Sylvia Walby: My preference is for an alternative which involves a 

deepening of democracy. Increasing democratic regulation of finance; de-

financialise; decrease tax dodging; tax financial transactions; housing 

without mortgages; education without debt. 

 

Audience Question: Should we think more in an international way about women’s problems? 
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Sylvia Walby: It is an international issue. Finance capital is an international issue.  

 

Jill Steans and Laura Jenkins concluded the Symposium by thanking the presenters and 

audience participants for their contributions. It was noted that there was an urgent need for 

greater attention to the issues raised in discussions in the light of women’s equality and the 

longer term impacts of gendered austerity measures on society at large. There was also a 

need for more in-depth research on gendered austerity which would better elucidate the 

inter-sectionalities of gender, ethnicity, class and age and other facets of social identity and 

status and also to further interrogate the global, national and local dimensions of financial 

crisis and the implications of these dynamics for policy making and policy responses.  The 

conference organisers announced plans to take forward this programme of work in the 

future. 
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