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Introduction

I am delighted to be here today and to see many friends who have worked consistently on this agenda over thirty years or more.  I do not know if I want to admit to having been around that long, although Margaret Ward has already given this away when she referred to our work on the first North/south women’s conference in the mid-70s.  We formed the Northern Ireland Women’s Rights Movement and campaigned for the extension of sex discrimination legislation to Northern Ireland in the 1970s.  There has been progress, though some might say it has been painfully slow.  Divorce legislation was another success through the years; but childcare, although better, is still an unfulfilled dream.  

· In the 70s, through the Women’s Rights Movement, I campaigned, organised an inter-agency conference and set up Rent a Creche to provide access to conferences for women. 

· In the 80s, while director of one-parent family organisation Gingerbread, I 
co-wrote ‘So you want to start a Day Nursery? - Here’s How’, the first such guide in Northern Ireland, researched and published on the state of childcare and campaigned some more.
· In the 90s I continued to argue for childcare along with every women activist I know.
During some of this time we even had a Labour Minister who had childcare at the top of his agenda, Lord Melchett.  We thought we were going to make great strides – and we did some tiny steps over the years - but, I am ashamed to say that, we still have the position today that women put childcare at the top of their list of barriers to participation whatever they want to participate in.  One graphic example is the local Councillor who receives £22 a day attendance allowance no matter how many meetings she attends and who must pay for childcare for four children out of this.  Actually, this means she is paying to be a Councillor to represent us.       

Why Mainstreaming?
I have been asked to focus on mainstreaming and I want to start by explaining what I believe mainstreaming is.  I will then look at the relationship between mainstreaming and integration; key elements of mainstreaming; and finally at two examples of action on mainstreaming. 

Mainstreaming is an important concept for all equality interests everywhere; and I believe that any discussion on mainstreaming should begin by paying tribute to women for pioneering mainstreaming.  That mainstreaming is on the agenda at all, never mind becoming a central tenet of equality, owes much to women: their creative ideas, leadership, force of argument and tenacity.  
In a study for the Scottish Executive Fiona McKay and Kate Bilton of the University of Edinburgh
 suggest that:

· Mainstreaming is a social justice led approach to policy making in which equal opportunities principles, strategies and practices are integrated into the every day work of government and other public bodies; and that

· Mainstreaming aims to transform the organisational cultures of governments and public bodies and to improve the quality of public policy and of governance itself  
While mainstreaming is more commonly applied to public policy-making and across the public sector generally it is equally applicable to the private sector, trade unions and voluntary and community organisations.  Mainstreaming equality is about integrating equal opportunities principles, strategies and practices into the way we think, plan and do business.  Carried out effectively, with leadership and commitment, it is capable of transforming organizational cultures and genuinely opening opportunities.  It has the potential to bring about a new set of relationships between those who make policy and deliver ser​vices and those who are affected.
In looking at why entrenched inequalities still exist Ann-Marie McGauran of the Institute of Public Administration in Dublin argues that “both equality legislation and positive action are ‘liberal’ models to address inequality and are not adequate to achieve the structural and systemic change necessary to secure full participation by women”.  In these models the onus is on individual women to enter and succeed in places that were not designed with them in mind rather than on the existing system to change.  Gender mainstreaming, she says, focuses on the system by analysing and changing mainstream policies.  It allows inequalities … to be made visible and be addressed, and policies and institutions to be changed.  McGauran terms this the ‘‘radical’ approach to equal opportunities’ that leads to equally beneficial outcomes for women and men.

We have begun to realize the strength of an equality strategy that combines mainstreaming, positive action and anti-discrimination measures.  Progress on ‘mainstreaming’ owes much to work on gender equality at European level.  The European Commission promoted equality through special action programmes for women for many years and then sought to enhance this by insisting upon mainstreaming in policy and programmes; for example, requiring gender-mainstreaming procedures where European structural funds are spent.  Experience demonstrates that it is not helpful to pose ‘mainstreaming’ and special action programmes as opposing strategies for advancing equality as if a choice has to be made between them.  There is room for both; indeed they form a complementary whole, and both are needed to overcome the legacy of centuries of discrimination and disadvantage.  

Genesis of Mainstreaming

It is important to acknowledge women as the empowered creators of mainstreaming, not simply a potential beneficiary group.  As I said earlier, women are the leaders, within Europe and inter​nationally, in defining mainstreaming and pushing it to prominence.  It is a constant theme at United Nations' world conferences of women.  We know about CEDAW (Convention on the Elimination of Discrimination Against Women) and the Bejing Platform for Action.  I agree with Patricia McKeown about the importance monitoring and reviewing Government’s performance on its CEDAW responsibilities.  I hope organisations will join in this endeavour and add to the report that will be presented by the Northern Ireland Women’s European Platform on behalf of women here.  

Women’s NGOs active at international level like NIWEP, lobbied the UN to mainstream the issue of women, peace and security and successfully achieved the first steps towards this when the UN Security Council, the very the heart of the UN, adopted UNSCR 1325.  We have also seen that the European Commission has moved beyond simply funding action programmes on women in Member States to insisting upon gender mainstreaming in national policies and programmes on which EU money is spent.  As recent work on poverty demonstrates, others are now adopting mainstreaming as the way forward in making fundamental change for the marginalised.  
In Northern Ireland our move towards gender mainstreaming finds its roots in two strands.  The first is the Belfast Agreement that introduced Section 75 of the Northern Ireland Act 1998.
  The second is the requirement placed on Member States of the EU to ensure that their European structural fund spending complies with the principle of equality between men and women.
  Greater attention to mainstreaming here also coincides with efforts to develop an integrated equality agenda and include more groups under effective equality legislation.  

I must admit, with some trepidation to this audience, that I have been a supporter of a single equality agency since it was first mooted.  I know that most women activists did not.  I believe that an integrated equality approach can exert more power than separate strands and I will return to this in a moment.  However, I acknowledge as former Deputy Chief Commissioner that we should have managed this better, although the early establishment of the Commission was not an easy task.  Hopefully we can learn from our experience.
Mainstreaming and Integration

Section 75 is an equality tool that involves ‘integration’ and ‘mainstreaming’ in tandem as does the Absolute Duty in Wales.  I want to spend a little time looking at the difference between ‘mainstreaming equality’ and ‘integration of equalities’, for as much as these are welcome concepts they are accompanied by many concerns.  The difference may seem obvious to those who are working on equality matters every day, but I meet people regularly who are confused.  It is essential to have clarity and agreement on what is meant by ‘mainstreaming’ and ‘integration’.  They must not become vague, confused terms, slipping into inter-changeable use and becoming meaningless.  
On the one hand, as I have indicated, ‘mainstreaming’ equality is not primarily about amalgamating equality issues and interests.  Its focus is on ensuring equality considerations are taken into account, through appropriate mechanisms and procedures, at each and every stage of policy and programme development.   

‘Integration’, on the other hand, combines a multiplicity of equality interests and concerns.  The integrated equality approach is further advanced in Northern Ireland than elsewhere, due to the existence of our single Equality Commission responsible for work across the entire range of equality interests; and, particularly, to Section 75.  It will be further reinforced by single equality legislation - in the debate on the SEA the Equality Commission argues rightly that disparities in legislation should be removed and all equality grounds should be equally protected to the highest standard.

It makes sense for policy makers to consider all equalities when considering one, thus ‘multiplying’ results.  No serious equality organisation would argue against this, but organisations want to be assured that an integrated strategy will strengthen, not weaken, equality across all fronts.  An integrated equality approach must evidence that it is inclusive and comprehensive.  ‘Integration’ is not about promoting one single unified equality agenda, but rather a holistic approach that gives space and voice to all in the equality arena.  There must be room for differentiation, with specific and varied actions in support of different needs.  Indeed mainstreaming advances this agenda by arguing, for example, for disaggregated statistics to benchmark and monitor progress.  A great strength of an integrated approach is its potential for collective action on equality through which equality interests can maintain united pressure for results.

Among valid concerns about ‘mainstreaming’ and ‘integration’ and the inter-play between them are these questions: 

· Does ‘mainstreaming’ simply lead to equality being subsumed under wider policy concerns with little attention paid to equality in practice?   
· Does an integrated equality agenda that consolidates equality interests under one banner mean more or less attention to equality overall?  
· Do women who are over 50% of the population become one-ninth of equality considerations? 
·  Is ‘integration’ simply a means of reducing financial investment in equality?  How will gender fare when ‘competing’ with other equality interests?  
· Can ‘integration’ and ‘mainstreaming’ be used creatively together to strengthen action on equality?  

Women are best placed to take the primary role in defining ‘mainstreaming’, and in deciding whether it is being implemented successfully, as women have been its leading proponents globally and locally.  
Women ought to be leaders in the integrated equality debate too.  For example, women have unquestionable legitimacy to argue vociferously against a simplistic old style ‘equal treatment’ approach to implementation of Section 75; as they did in relation to funding for domestic violence from which more women than men suffer.  Leading governance expert Gerry Stoker made a similar point from a different perspective when he outlined the need to build capacity according to need when speaking about Public Value Management at Queen’s Institute of Governance recently.
  
It is important to monitor ‘integration’ and ‘mainstreaming’ closely to ensure that real equality results for women as well as other interests.  Having said this, I would suggest that women in particular have more to gain than to fear from an approach that combines ‘integration’ and ‘mainstreaming’, as well as special action programmes of course.  It recognises that people have multi-faceted identities and circumstances, a position that women have long argued.  Gender equality intersects with all other equality areas and women are more than 50% of those affected across all equality dimensions.  I urge women to look at these developments as an opportunity to exert maximum influence across the equality agenda rather than consider them a diminution of the gender agenda.   

I wrote in 1998 that ‘The long, painful experience of exclusion and marginalisation suf​fered by women makes them ideal champions for new structures, rela​tionships, and arrangements that can 
· accommodate people's multifac​eted identities composed of gender, class, culture, race, religion, age, sexual preference; 
· reflect different life experiences, allegiances, and analyses; and 
· give voice to different aspirations and expectations.’

This came back to me at a conference in North Down and Ards last week on the theme Visible Women, when I heard Assistant Chief Constable Judith Gillespie say that in her experience women make a big difference for other minorities.

Women will lead the cultural change necessary to bring about equality that is as deep as it is wide because their ‘energy, experience, and commitment … will not be contained solely within traditional structures.  … [Women will] continue to play their part in the transformation of Northern Ireland and expect to reach beyond the traditional towards something more in​novative and forward looking.’
  I will return to this in a moment.
Inclusion in decision-making is essential to mainstreaming
There are many elements essential to mainstreaming. Attention is needed to: participation – planning – participation – decision-making – participation - implementation strategy – participation – implementation – participation – budget – participation - monitoring – participation – adjusting and refocusing plan – participation ---- in a continuous virtuous circle.  
Sound familiar?  It is akin to the approach laid out in the Flowchart in the Equality Commission’s Practical Guidance on Equality Impact Assessment.  I have left out the early stages of policy development before decision – which are also necessary of course – and fleshed out post-decision implementation, including adding budget considerations.  Our work under Section 75 is a clear step towards mainstreaming – but it does not go far enough.  We have had plenty practice in good policy planning, so it is time to add more focus on implementation and evidence of results and impact.  
Evidence that priority having been given to equality mainstreaming can be deduced from allocation of budgets to underpin equality delivery; for example, serious money to women’s organisations and to community infrastructure; implementation of resourced positive action programmes by government for women and other to enable a level playing field to be reached; as well as evidence of changes in policy and practice including skewing of resources to achieve the desired mainstreaming.  
However, I want to focus on the question of participation by which I mean full and inclusive engagement.  In my view participation is at the core of mainstreaming – the involvement of those affected is essential to comprehensive, meaningful and successful mainstreaming.  Mainstreaming is central to high-quality democracy, and vice versa.  It is an approach that places emphasis on shaping policy and practice in advance, with legal reme​dies to play their part when actions fall short or where there is discrimination.  It encapsulates what is fundamental to democracy: the right to participate, to be heard and to be taken account of.  

Full and equal participation by women in decision-making arenas is the key to gender mainstreaming.  And it is here most of all that women are woefully under-represented, whether as key influencers or as decision-takers.  In fact we can, and ought to, call this a democratic deficit.  We will never have policies that properly reflect society unless women, in all their diversity, are represented at all levels right up to the highest levels in every civic and political arena.  That means parity – women as 50% of our politicians, on and as chairs of public bodies, our public services and police service at every level, on partnership and advisory bodies and delegations.  Decision-making is at the core of mainstreaming. 
Where do women figure now?

We know of women’s activity in the women’s sector and wider voluntary sector, where influence over critical decisions is often marginal.  How have women fared elsewhere? 

Women make up almost half the work force in Northern Ireland, with more than 61.5% described as economically active; and more than 50% of all graduates are female.  Barriers to women’s opportunity and recognition remain the same as those we have campaigned on since 1976 – attitudes, childcare, pay gaps.  In an Opportunity Now study in 2004 to examine where women figure in the Top 100 companies in Northern Ireland there were few or no women in senior leadership roles, production management or professional roles; and evidence of sex discrimination and problems with retention of female specialists.  Opportunity Now found progress was hampered by ‘a traditional and often masculine culture’ that is so ingrained there is considerable inertia surrounding it, so making it hard to shift.

The number of women in the PSNI has increased over the last five years.  It stood at 13.5% in 2001, whereas now they make up 21% of the service.  The average squad of recruits now is 40% female.  18% of Chief Inspectors are female but far greater percentages of women are still to be found in more traditionally women’s roles such as youth diversion, care officer, domestic violence.  Cultural change is demanded by women where female officers on some duties are referred to as ‘the shopping squad’.  Speaking last week at the Visible Women conference about changes in policing, Assistant Chief Constable Judith Gillespie referred to the seminal case the Equal Opportunities Commission took to the European Court for the right of women to bear arms.  The issue was less about carrying a gun and more about getting rid of the barrier that prevented women’s promotion, on anything other than skills and competencies.
 

One of the few areas in which women figure highly is on District Policing Partnerships.  Tomorrow Debbie Donnelly, Deputy Chief Executive of the Northern Ireland Policing Board, will be giving a seminar in the Institute of Governance about new governance arrangements in DPPs in the context of the St Andrew’s Agreement and reorganisation of policing into eight districts to mirror the new Council arrangements coming in 2008.  Let us hope, and work, to ensure that women’s representation is not reduced.

Figures released last month showed that at 31 March this year there were 2070 appointments held in 107 public bodies in Northern Ireland.
  Just 789 of these fell with the statutory remit of the Commissioner for Public Appointments.  Many people self nominate while others are put forward by Councils, employers, trade unions and the voluntary sector.  Women held 32% of appointments compared to 68% held by men; this was no change on the previous year – but women’s share has fallen over the last few years.  

However, in the capacity of Chair women’s share of this post dropped from 31% last year to 25% this year.  There are just 31 female Chairs and 623 female Board Members.  Women’s share of the higher remunerated Member and Chair posts also dropped; and there was a dramatic drop from 42% to 25% of their share of Chairs attracting remuneration under £10,000.   Of the 856 appointments made during the past year appointments of women to Chairs of public bodies went down from 40% to just 18%.  There is not a single woman Chair in any of the public bodies associated with the Departments of Finance and Personnel and Enterprise, Trade and Investment; and several others – OFMDFM and DRD - have just one Chair each.    

Figures for each government department in Northern Ireland are:

· Agriculture 72 members - 13 women; 3 women out of 8 Chairs. 
· DCAL 93 members – 27 women; 2 women out of 6 Chairs.
· Education 575 members – 193 women; 3 women out of 11 Chairs. 
· DEL 559 member – 165 women; 3 women out of 24 Chairs. 
· DETI 57 members – 21 women; 0 women out of 6 Chairs. 
· DoE 77 members – 17 women; 1 woman out of 5 Chairs. 
· DFP 55 members – 10 women; 0 women out of 5 Chairs. 
· DHSSPS 374 members – 159 women; 15 women out of 40 Chairs. 
· DRD 61 members – 9 women; 1 woman out of 5 Chairs. 
· DSD 52 members – 16 women; 2 women out of 6 Chairs. 
· OFMDFM 95 members – 25 women; 1 woman out of 8 Chairs. 

Section 75

Like Patricia I am an advocate of Section 75 which is one route through which women can influence policy decisions.  I was honoured to lead its implementation from 2000 – 2003 as Deputy Chief Commissioner of the Equality Commission.  It is important to think of Section 75 in two ways.  The first is that it is a tool for equality-proofing policies; the outcome we want to see is policy more suited to people’s needs and aspirations.  The second is in its democracy building qualities.  Of course, these two are connected because we need participation in policy dialogue to arrive at results that are more reflective of society, better policy and services and better for the community.  
However, Section 75’s public participation and involvement of affected groups is a core principle and objective in its own right.  Section 75 sets down the right to participation in consultation about public policy design, from preparation of equality schemes to equality impact assessment of policies.  The Equality Commission says that 'consultation with groups and individuals should begin as early as possible' and that it should be meaningful.
  Furthermore, there should be an ongoing relationship of dialogue and interaction throughout the process of impact assessment.

Section 75 has the capacity to make a significant contribution to enhancing democracy and engaging citizens, and potentially has significant lessons for other jurisdictions.  The full import of this is sometimes missed by politicians, public servants and voluntary groups alike who complain about consultation overload.  Of course, there are disappointments as well as examples of good practice.  And further cultural change is needed.  But the prize is worth attaining – better decisions that reinvigorate democracy and enhance governance.  
Rather than narrowing the interface between the public sector and affected groups to a few we need to work creatively to make consultation effective in everyone’s eyes.  This is not just a matter for pubic authorities.  It is also a matter for voluntary and community groups that are often the conduits for the organised voice of affected groups.  Democracy building is the responsibility of civic as well as public and political leaders.  This is a critical matter for the women’s sector as women form the largest disadvantaged and marginalised cohort across Section 75.  Women’s oreganisations are critical capillaries to opening pathways to decision-making for women and enabling women to get onto the pathways.
Women in Local Councils

Women politicians, as do women elsewhere, refer regularly to the traditional political culture that curtails their interest and participation - debate verging on harassment; informal male-only networking to make bargains and trade-offs; a long-hours culture; and a cold and hostile environment that saps the confidence of some, mainly women.  In addition, because their numbers are low women can be fatally inducted into a way of working that is unnatural to them in order to survive and thus perpetuate the traditional culture. 

Would you believe there are just 20 women in the 144 posts in the top two tiers of officers in local government?  54% of Councils – 14 out of 26 – have no women at all at these levels.  There are just 125 women among the 582 Councillors; but there has been some progress over the years with the percentage of women councillors rising slowly from 14% in 1997, to 19% in 2001 to 21.5% today.
  I am pleased to report that the DemocraShe capacity building programme for women politicians has trained 242 women over three election cycles, assisting them to succeed in elections; and to enhance their leadership and governance skills – 41% of councillors and 50% of MLAs are DemocraShe alumni.  
But 21.5% is not enough.  Although all 26 Councils now have women Councillors – unlike before the 2005 election – only two councils have over 40% women with three more over 30%.  The majority have less than 20% and six Councils have just one or two women.  
This is where an innovative gender-mainstreaming initiative comes into play.  Led by the Local Government Staff Commission, the Women in Local Councils initiative brings together a partnership of all local government bodies along with the Equality Commission, Opportunity Now and the DemocraShe programme at the Institute of Governance.  It was launched by Lord Rooker in January 2006 and will have a Ministerial re-launch in early 2008.  Earlier this month the Secretary of State hosted a conference for women politicians and others in Hillsborough Castle to highlight women’s experience as MPs, MLAs and Councillors and to hear about the struggle and success of women in Scotland and Wales to achieve political parity.
Prompted by Women in Local Councils all 26 Councils have adopted a Declaration of Principles and appointed a Council Officer as a Gender Champion.  The Northern Ireland Local Government Association appointed its President and 5 women Councillors as Political Gender Champions, one for each party.  In addition to this, each Party Leader appointed a Party Gender Champion to advance women within their Party.  All the gender champions have benefited from regular workshops that provide information, networking, examples of good practice and peer support.  

I want to pay tribute to the Political Gender Champions – Councillor Patricia Lewsley MLA and Councillor Helen Quigley of the SDLP; Councillor Diana Peacock and Councillor Marion Smith of the UUP; Councillor Pat O’Rawe MLA and Councillor Angela Nelson of Sinn Fein; Councillor Iris Robinson MP, MLA and Councillor Michelle McIlveen of the DUP; Councillor Lynn Frazer and Councillor Sara Duncan of Alliance; and Councillor Kate Lagan SDLP (along with Councillor Lynn Frazer) of the National Association of Councillors.

We have prepared three Gender Action Plan templates; one for Council staff; another for Councillors; and a third for Political Parties.  Many Councils responded to the request to set up Steering Groups to link women Elected Members with women Officers to drive and monitor the Plans.  So far Michelle Morris of the Equality Commission, Diana Stewart of the Staff Commission and I have visited 9 Councils to encourage and support implementation of the GAPs; and more visits are planned.  In the middle of next year Councils compete for the first-ever Opportunity Now Local Government Award in Northern Ireland for which they will be assessed on progress against their Plan for women Councillors and staff. 
The Sex Discrimination (Election Candidates) Act 2002 permits positive action to increase the number of women in Parliament, the Assembly and Councils.  Work is underway to support gender-planning and action within political parties and with the National Association of Councillors.  We should not underestimate the task ahead but the response has been positive.  Without exception, women from all parties have embraced the initiative with enthusiasm and are very active.  I was delighted that NILGA hosted a dinner at Parliament Buildings earlier this week to celebrate women Councillors which around 80 of our 125 women Councillors attended.  
We are on the cusp on new Councils with increased powers.  We cannot afford to end up with just 9 women out of 60 Councillors in the new West Council, which is what will happen if the number of women does not increase; other new Council areas will not be much better.  If the opportunity is not taken now to mainstream women into all levels of Councils, incumbency will set in and we will simply repeat old patterns of representation – and culture - for the foreseeable future.  
The goal must be 100 additional women Councillors in 2008/09.  This means many, many women contesting the election if women are to achieve with at least 210 seats.  It will require all women’s efforts to bring this about.  Women into Politics, and the women’s sector as a whole, have an important role to play in working with women politicians and encouraging the women’s vote.   
Fiona McKay and Kate Bilton warn that

· Mainstreaming is a strategy that can, without care, degenerate into tokenism where commitment is given in principle but where in practice little is achieved.
 

Government – especially through leading departments such as OFMDFM and the DoE - has an essential gender-mainstreaming role in rolling out preparation for Shadow Councils in 2008.  A capacity-building programme, including some women’s only training, is required for the professional development of Councillors.  Government also needs to ensure that constitutions, rules and codes of conduct drafted for the new Councils are gender-proofed.  If Government tackles in these frameworks the matters that women politicians have identified local government will be a better and more effective place for everyone to do business.   
Mainstreaming women politicians in Councils has the potential to bring about greater access for other women too.  Evidence from Scotland and Wales shows that when women form 40% - 50% of the political forum, and are determined to bring about change, policy priorities change, new perspectives are added, patterns of outreach and involvement are more inclusive and the culture of the body is transformed.

Conclusion

We can put to bed for ever any difference of opinion over whether a strong framework of equality legislation with the right enabling and enforcement powers is the right way to go.  Every progress we have made has been underpinned by strong legislation.  Public authorities are driven by compliance; just witness the attention to Section 75 over the previous voluntary PAFT guidelines.  Opportunity NOW reports HR managers in the private sector as describing ‘the legislation as a mechanism to drive equality and to make sure that the company does things properly.’
  
However, the impact on women’s participation has not been as great as might have been anticipated.  And we must look for reasons why.  The reasons include culture, traditional practice, over-emphasis on the individual to accommodate rather than systemic change, and those that make the decisions.  By and large the key decision-makers are men.  Even today, balancing work and family commitments is seen as an individual responsibility; a career planning issue that women do not do well, and the comparator is men who are not generally called upon to make the lifestyle choice.  

There is a unity among women as never before on pressing for change and inclusion.  I was struck last week by the similarity of viewpoint from women from two different ends of the spectrum.  On Monday at the Secretary of State’s conference on Women in Politics and Public Life Sinn Fein MLA Caitriona Ruane spoke about her struggle to change gender specific language in Assembly Committees, for example replacing ‘he’ with ‘s/he’.  On Friday at the Visible Women conference in North Down and Ards, hosted by three NILGA Gender Champions, Assistant Chief Constable Judith Gillespie spoke about her efforts to change language when greeted by the words ‘Hello Men’, or being confronted with ‘policemen’ instead of ‘police officers’ or the term ‘the shopping quad’.   Interestingly, at both conferences all agreed that journalists had an extremely corrosive effect on the climate through reporting style, use of language, criteria for prioritisation of news-worthiness and inadequate coverage of women. 

The time has come to focus our attention on mainstreaming – on change at the heart of the system whatever and wherever that system is.  This should be in addition to eradicating discrimination and investing in special measures that enable individuals and groups of marginalised to reach a level playing field.  Like Robin Allen, I believe that the matter of women in local government is the priority now.  We must make a superhuman effort to bring about substantial change in how women are mainstreamed into local government between now and 2008; many benefits can flow from this, for other women and Northern Ireland society as a whole.  Gender parity at all levels of decision-making must be the priority.  Only then will it be possible to attain full gender mainstreaming.
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