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Introduction
· Thank you Lynne.
· And thank you all for taking the time to come here today. You have all dedicated your lives to helping women and it is a privilege for me to be here with you.
· You have come to help us with an important task. The Convention on the Elimination of Discrimination Against Women – CEDAW – requires that we submit a Periodic report every 4 years on our progress. Our seventh periodic report is due to be submitted in May 2011 and we want your input.

· But more broadly I see today as an opportunity for us to talk to each other, to engage with each other directly and to share views.
· I have recognised the important of CEDAW, and the importance of international work to tackle discrimination against women, for many years. In opposition I called for the UN definition of Violence Against Women to be adopted across government. So one of the first things I did when I got in to government was to make sure that all Departments used the UN definition, and that we should specifically include girls in our approach.
Putting Equality at the Heart of Government
· That is an important example, for me, of how international agreement can help tackle shared problems. CEDAW is about placing equality at the heart of government and at the heart of our society. People talk about CEDAW as helping to “mainstream” equality. I see it as helping to make equality something that matters for everyone.
· Because that is fundamentally the reason that CEDAW is so important. It makes countries accountable for their action across the piece on eliminating discrimination against women.
· This has had a real impact internationally. CEDAW provides a framework and mechanism for women’s organisations to challenge countries on their record in eliminating discrimination. And it is clear to everyone which countries have signed up to and implemented CEDAW, and which have not.
· This international transparency and international pressure is undoubtedly a good thing.
· And by ratifying CEDAW, countries agree to submit periodic reports for monitoring by the CEDAW Committee. Again this provides real international transparency about what countries are doing to eliminiate discrimination against women, helping them to be held to account by their peers.
· I am pleased that the UN Secretary General recently appointed Michelle Bachelet to head UN Women. I believe this body will further strengthen international work to end discrimination against women.
· CEDAW has also had an impact in the UK. The CEDAW Committee were absolutely right to say that the British Government should engage much more closely with women’s organisations. 
· I want to make sure that we do interact much more closely with organisations like yours. I want to get meetings like the one we are having today on to a more formal footing - perhaps annual or biannual meetings, combined, of course, with more frequent informal meetings - to help inform government policy making and to tell us what you think we should be focussing on.

· That’s also why I wanted to bring the core functions of the Women’s National Commission within the GEO and within government. The work and commitment of the Chairs and Commissioners of the WNC has been invaluable. But I want the voice of women to be closer to Ministers and I want the views of women to really influence decisions within government.
· So both of these changes will help us listen to the needs of women directly, one of the areas prompted by the last periodic report.
· And I am now using the next periodic report as an opportunity to get cross-government support from all of my ministerial colleagues to promote CEDAW within their departments. 

Why Women’s Organisations Are Important

· In advancing the role of women in society, organisations like yours have been absolutely essential in the past and I am sure you will continue to be the drivers of change in the future.

· You have pushed government in the right direction, you have prodded government to take action, and the position of women in society has undoubtedly improved because of your work.
Equalities Strategy

· But government action alone can only take us so far.
· That is why, last week I set out how we will now progress equalities by putting in place a framework within which community groups, charities, businesses and individuals can bring about change.
· Let me make clear, that does not mean government stepping back from this fight. It means government supporting those who are most effective at bringing about change – people like you.
· We will still implement policies that can make a difference, but our approach will not be about government dictating what people and businesses should do – it will be about giving people and businesses the chance to choose what is right for them. 

.

· So on flexible working for example, we are extending the right to request flexible working to all, helping to shift behaviour away from the traditional nine to five model of work that can act as a barrier to so many people and that often doesn’t make sense for many modern businesses.

· Our new system of flexible parental leave will also provide a framework in which parents are able to make the right choices for their family. And it will help end the state-endorsed stereotype of women doing the caring and men earning the money when a couple start a family.

· And across all areas, government will act as a powerful advocate for change and will lead by example.

· So on Thursday we will publish a strategic narrative which will set out our ambition for tackling violence against women and girls and the guiding principles we will use to inform our approach over the next five years. 
· Inequality is both a cause and a consequence of violence against women. And our approach will have prevention, rightly, at its heart. But it will also include a commitment to continued action to bring the perpetrators to justice. In the spring we will follow this up with a more detailed action plan.
· We have already made clear our plans in some areas. So we announced that we will commit to funding the pilot scheme to provide support to those victims of domestic violence who have no recourse to public funds until the end of this financial year. We also committed to finding a long-term solution to ensure women are protected after that. 
· And we committed to consider how to use the proceeds from the Victim Surcharge to deliver up to 15 new rape crisis centres, and to give existing rape crisis centres stable, long-term funding. 
People Are Individuals

· The other key aspect of our new approach to equalities will be moving on from the old strand-based approach. 
· People should not be categorised according to what box they ticked on a form. 
 
· People should not be defined solely by their gender, their race or their religion. 
· We need to move beyond that outdated idea. 
 
· People can still face discrimination because of who they are. And we will still need specific action to deal with specific problems.
· But people are individuals.

· And it is vitally important to recognise that.

· Of course there are gender specific issues like violence against women. And of course there are historic wrongs that we need to right. But our approach needs to realise that women are individuals, with different characteristics and different issues. So the policy challenges for older women will not be the same as those for younger women. And the challenges for black and minority ethnic women will be different again.
· It is only when we recognise these simple facts that we will make progress. 

Reducing the Deficit

· I think it’s important too, to recognise the context within which all of this is happening.

· We face the biggest budget deficit in the G20. And we have to take action to deal with that deficit.

· But as we deal with that deficit, we have always sought to take into account the impact of our action on different parts of society. And wherever possible we have sought to protect the most vulnerable, whether they are men, women or children. 

· So we have had to freeze public sector pay to protect against further public sector job cuts. But we have done so in a way that protects the lowest paid public sector workers, the majority of whom are women, from the pay freeze.
· We are increasing child tax credits for the poorest families, protecting against rises in child poverty.

· We are increasing spending on the NHS in real terms every year.

· And we are lifting 880 thousand of the lowest paid workers, the majority of whom are women, out of income tax altogether.

Conclusion
· So let me say that there is already much that we have done in our short time in office to help women. And we have many more good ideas and sensible policies to implement in future – I have only given you a brief flavour of them today.
· Lynne and I are absolutely committed to enhancing equality of opportunity. We are absolutely committed to tackling violence against women. And we are absolutely committed to ending discrimination.
· But today is all about listening to you. And that is one of the most important things for us. We want to get your input. We want to know what you think are the challenges facing women today. And we want to know where you think we should be focusing our effort.
· So, please - tell me what more you think we should be doing.
· Thank you
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