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After the introduction given by Maria Stratigaki I want to stress that within the context of this seminar I belong to the group of policymakers. I’m not a researcher and I do not claim any scientific theory with this presentation. 

In this session today, we speak of the women’s movement and its role in policy making. In other words: we speak of the relationship between Women’s Movements and policymaking. We speak only of our experiences in Flanders, but they might be interesting or inspiring for other countries.

My presentation is constituted around four parts: I will talk about the Actors in Policymaking, about the Velvet Triangle in itself, about the obstacles in the dialogue and about working with the Velvet Triangle.

In our process of policymaking (which is actually a theoretical model anyway) we distinguish three types of actors, which over the past 10 years we have come to call “the Flemish Model”. 

To me it was the most natural thing in the world to work like this, but when you visit other countries (or even other services in our ministry) – who have other histories in policymaking and in their civil society - it seems as if there are also other ways of working together. Very often it is just as ‘natural’ that there is little cooperation between the three actors as put forward in our Model. 

Alison Woodward called the Flemish Model the Velvet Triangle. Today I will present the way we perceive it from the side of policymaking. I will present the way we intend to make it work from our side but you will also hear other voices from Belgium (f.e. those of Jozefien Godemont and Alison Woodward, who conducted research on the topic) as well as perceptions by other actors. Finally, Nadine Plateau represents an other part of our country where even a different culture on Equal Opportunities Policies is set out.

We present the different sides today to make clear that “the Ideal Society” or the emancipation of women in our society is still far from reached.

In the daily practice of policymaking three actors work together: policymakers, women’s movements (NGO) and researchers. This is what we call the Velvet Triangle, where dialogue must take place (see: image triangle). I will now go into more details for each actor.

1. Actors of Policy 

Group of Policymakers :

As you can guess, policymaking is first of all done by policymakers. However: within this group we can perceive different actors. First of all, politicians in charge who take the decisions, f.e. the ministers or decision makers at local level. Then we have civil servants that “prepare” the decisions for politicians. And finally politicians who are active in the cabinets of ministers (they prepare the decisions) or those who are active in formal structures as the parliament or provincial/local councils. The latter can hold real decision makers accountable for their decisions.

Civil servants mostly have a facilitating job in the policymaking process and of course a lot of time and energy is spent in executing the decisions.

For the other actors in the Velvet Triangle it is important to know that in the game of policymaking goals and ambitions can differ within this group of policymakers. So, although they are all policymakers, the group is not homogeneous and experience shows us that not all of the individuals in this group are even feminists (femocrats in Equal Opportunities Policies?). So what goals do they want to accomplish ?

It is important for the other actors to know that when they approach policymakers they must bear in mind the different roles played at this level.


Academia:

This group can perceived from two sides: there are the teachers of gender and the researchers; professors and students. In a setting like this seminar, the group of Academia is most clear but still one can wonder whether this group is homogeneous - even when we only talk about women’s or gender studies. We know that in this field people work from different angles and disciplines. In Flanders the five different universities have their own struggles to fight; against the outside world and amongst each other.

At our department, we organise contacts with researchers on a regular basis. On one hand; there is research organised on ad hoc themes with open contests and  on the other hand there is the creation of a Flemish Policy Research Centre for Equal Opportunities in 2001. The Research Centre has a five year contract with the Flemish government for fundamental research and research aimed at policy support like development of gender indicators and data gathering. The contract ends in December 2006 but the Flemish government already agreed supporting a Flemish Policy Research Centre in the field of Equal Opportunities. There was also financial support for a project that aimed at the further expansion of women’s studies at the Flemish Universities, and updating the contents of the studies towards European BaMa regulations.


Women’s Movement (or NGO’s) :

When we talk about Women’s Movement we mean the organisations and movements of women in Flanders. In reality many organisations exist, some are new and some exist already a long period. They all have diverse aims and organise diverse actions. They are based on different philosophical and political ideas. 

When you want to dialogue with NGO’s, it is not always evident who you should  choose as a partner, but within the different fields this is being filled in various ways. For a dialogue about “women and violence” e.g. it might be more interesting to confer directly with the grassroots organisations that are specialising in this field rather than with a National Women’s Council. It depends on the goal of the dialogue at that moment, and the amount of expertise that you need. The women’s organisation experts are often engaged in discussions or training activities for gender.

We have two kinds of actions towards NGO’s :

1. Financial support: through structural funds or grants for projects; or we create the dialogue  about “themes”, for example via big campaigns that are set up. I think of a “vote women campaign” before the elections, or next years’ “European Year for Equal Opportunities for All” in which NGO’s give advise about the bottom line or materials used etc… 

2. Workshops: we organise workshops in which different ideas are discussed. The dialogue can be bilateral or multilateral, and it can be informal or formal.

2. The Velvet Triangle : 

The job of the civil servant in these contacts is to facilitate. I see our role as follows: we are in the middle between levels – we listen to comments and ideas and translate them into policy proposals for the minister, but we also have to translate decisions into implementation for the Women’s Movement. The role of civil servants is therefore delicate and difficult.

Working with the Velvet Triangle is a process rather than a product and it must be approached with the methodology of process implementation. In order to achieve results in the process some basic conditions must be fulfilled.


The actors must all have a “right to live”. They must feel secure that their existence as an organisation, a researcher or as a civil servant is not in peril and that they can put their energy in gender matters and not in fundraising or in defending their positions as an alibi for institutional mechanisms. There must be mutual trust and respect; working with people has its own flaws! Sometimes there seems to be a lot of “contest” between women’s organisations or among researchers. This is rather stunning for an outsider, and this contest keeps us away from defining common goals for the benefit of women.

The three actors each live in a different world so to say, and for a dialogue everybody must be interested or at least willing to listen and know something about each others’ “world”. Our service is at the same time a go between and a commissioner for activities. In order to let the process work optimally, it is very important that there is a common goal, which seems to be lacking at the moment, and what might be an explanation for backlash.

3. Obstacles in the dialogue:

In the follow-up of the process we can meditate about certain obstacles that trouble the dialogue. 
It is quite a job finding the right balance between formal and informal activities. Informal activities tend to be more profitable for gathering of information. But formal activities create a greater social basis for actions.

The same accounts for finding the right balance between steering and listening. As a facilitator we have an agogical job. In spite of what NGO’s might think, the government is worried about the “right to be critical”– in fact it is very important that the NGO’s remain critical about the policy, but there are many ways for criticism, and we see a difference between constructive and destructive criticism. But this demands an adult attitude of every actor.

Within the world of NGO’s there has been an evolution from volunteers to professionals. Actions seemed more “playful” from volunteers, but can professionals be “playful” or are they hindered in their methodologies because they’re professional?
This evolution also influences the dialogue: is kicking the government still a good strategy? Can we invent something like constructive kicking? It is necessary that everyone remains critical of policy because that helps us forward.

In my view there is a lot of misunderstanding about the different roles the different actors have to play. NGO’s tend to want to be in the place of the minister. They can be ‘impatient’ about the time it takes for decisions to be made. They want to make the decisions themselves, but the decision making is up to only one part of the policymakers. The same accounts for Academia. When you are an expert in a topic, it is hard to stand by and watch others in a (slow) process of decision making. 

The role of  NGO’s nowadays is to me to keep women’s issues on the political agenda:  to lobby, not to decide. Researchers can provide us with data and information that we need to prove the cause is still worthwhile.

I am simplifying the roles in order to make them more clear, but I realise that in general the overflow between roles is not so clear and easy to distinguish. Especially since policy process is in reality not exactly as this model case of different phases following each other like in the booklet (gathering information, preparation, decision and implementation).

4. Working with the Velvet Triangle :

In order to achieve cultural changes needed for women’s emancipation,  it is necessary that we try to “unite” and get together these three actors of policy preparation. This whole dialogue is a very difficult process rather than an action. It is a goal and a tool at the same time. It is also necessary because in the past 30 years many actors have become professionals in emancipation. The ties between feminists and academics or policy makers in emancipation have loosened as all have developed into professional domains. We see it as the task of civil servants to bring them together again, and yet one might wonder that it has become the government who is doing this job.

By conclusion, it is the task of our service to be the facilitator for debate and prepare for decision making, but also to create the channels for different actors to be able to fully play their roles. Through organising the dialogue, new themes can easily be put on the agenda and information is exchanged between the different actors. The strategy of the Velvet Triangle is still not “a ready recipe” – as you will hear from Jozefien Godemont.  It is with trial and error that we can refine the actions. 

Working on dialogue is a long term investment, because  it is a difficult process. It demands financial and human efforts. The network build up during this task, is supportive, energising and reliable for actions with a good geographical spread in Flanders.

The Model also has its weaknesses. A lot depends on the skill of the civil servant as facilitator and on political will to continue financial support for the actors involved. This is a delicate balance for actors who need to be very critical of the policy - especially for politicians who tend to have long toes!

Civil servants are more inclined towards long term actions than politicians. The survey of the different strategies used in ten years Equal Opportunities Policies shows that long term investment leads to more positive results than short term actions. Long term investment does not always imply the biggest budgets, still it is not always the obvious choice for decision makers.

The success of a policy measure depends on the social basis it has. Therefore we should continue to invest in building the dialogue in the Velvet Triangle in all countries. It is a natural passage to make democracy work.

�Voetnoot : seminar organised by the Centre of Gender Studies of the Panteion University and Group 3B of the Athena Network, in Athens May 4th, 2006.





