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Introduction 

In this paper - which is based on a presentation at the Barcelona Athena-meeting - the following points will be treated:

1. Belgium and the position of ‘Equal Opportunities in Flanders’;

2. Overview of strategies and methodologies in the past 10 years;

3. Results and evaluation of strategies;

4. Conclusions … backlash?

It does not pretend to be a scientific document, it is merely an overview of what we did from the point of view of the civil servant.

1. Belgium and the position of ‘Equal Opportunities in Flanders’ 
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Belgium is a rather tiny country in western Europe, and Flanders is in the northern part of Belgium. Belgium has become a federal state due to several state reforms that started in 1980 and in which most competences have been transferred to the regions. Flanders has full competence for matters like education, welfare, culture, environment



Flanders has its own parliament, government and ministry in which all of these competences are structured.

Equal opportunities was a policy domain for the federal government since 1983 with the ratification of the CEDAW Convention, but as most competences have been transferred to the regions it was necessary to organise this also at the Flemish level. 

Equal Opportunities is therefore a rather new competence for the Flemish Government set up in the wake of the Beijing Women’s World Conference in 1995.

“Equal Opportunities in Flanders” is a unit situated in the Coordination Department of the Ministry of Flanders. We do not execute the EU directives that are issued in the frame of “labour” – there is a separate service in the Ministry of Flanders (in the labour department) as well as another “emancipation service” that is active for the emancipation of women within the personnel policy of the Ministry.

So our unit has a coordinating function for Equal Opportunities in all competences of Flanders – which means we work at a horizontal level (mainstreaming) – and on the other hand we also work vertically for gender, gays and lesbians and the theme of accessibility.

2. Strategies and Methodologies 1995 – 2004 

Thinking back about the strategies we used I tried to make a meaningful classification. 

a) Strategies can be aimed at different target groups with the result that they enhance the position of women

b) Strategies can be direct or indirect : meaning that they either affect the position of women directly (e.g. quotalaw) or support groups or actions in order to reach emancipation for women (e.g. grants for women’s organisations)

In the direct strategies the following actions are classified : 

· making laws for women : two quotalaws exist to install quota for advisory and managing bodies for the Ministry.

· Campaigns : like the “reconciliation campaign” or the “balance campaign”

· Grants for projects of grassroots organisations that reach women directly and contribute to their emancipation.

· Training programs for women.

The list of indirect strategies is much longer, which is meaningful on itself!

· creating Institutional Mechanisms for Equal Opportunities

· making laws for women : like the “Beijinglaw” that obliges the government to report yearly to the Flemish Parliament what is done about the implementation of the Beijing Platform for Action

· strategic plan for de facto inequalities

· mainstreaming as a methodology

· developing and using instruments like Gender Impact Assessment (GIA)

· supporting researchprojects

· developing indicators and statistics

· grants for women’s organisations : to empower women’s organisations so that they can be relevant for policymaking

· the Flemish Model : the “Velvet Triangle”

· setting up and supporting networks of femocrats.

3. Results and Evaluation of Strategies :

In the first legislation we concentrated on setting up Institutional Mechanisms, in the next legislation we had a strategic plan and for women two priorities : women and decisionmaking, and reconciliation of work and family.

For expanding on the results and evaluation we narrow down to a few of the strategies.

Women and decision-making : 

In 1999 a strategic plan was worked out with a specific focus on enhancing the position of women in politics in 4 years. Two targets were set : getting more women elected and appointed with mandates and empowering elected women.

The actions undertaken were : setting up a “balance-team” and organising campaigns for awarenessraising.

The balance-team consisted of representatives of the ministers cabinet, civil servants, researchers specialised in women and decisionmaking, representatives of women’s organisations, feminists, the women’s organisations of 5 political parties, the network of femocrats in cities and communities.

The aim was to influence the results of 3 elections (in 2000 for communities, in 2003 for the federal government, in 2004 for the Flemish government) and we were aided by a federal law dating from 1994 that obliges parties to put more women on the lists and more recently to use the zipper method 
and the campaigns were aimed at different targetgroups in 3 phases :

· in the year before the elections the campaign dealt with the leaders of political parties to put more women on eligible places at the lists;

· a month before the elections the campaign aimed at the public to vote for women (or for “balance’ – appealing to parity in a real democracy)

· after the elections the political leaders were pressed to give mandates to elected women.



The “balance-team” was a nice example of the Flemish Model with the Velvet Triangle. The meetings were organised by the unit ‘Equal Opportunities in Flanders’ and not in the cabinet of the minister. This made the actions more neutral. Through an excellent cooperation with the 5 most important political parties, the whole campaign surpassed the ordinary political level. The activities were funded on a good social basis. There was an intensive and focused dialogue for the aims of the strategic plan. 

In the whole the strategy worked fine and was perceived as successful.

The second part of the strategic plan to empower elected women was less successful. There were not enough data about the obstacles for women in order to work out good strategies. The balance-team never got round to working on this part.

Results of the campaigns : 

Elected women on local level : 
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Fig1. Percentage of female politicians (mayors, aldermen and municipals) on local level from 1988 till 2000 (Meier & Celis, 2004)
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Fig.2 Percentage of female politicians in the Flemish Parliament from 1991 till 2004 (Meier & Celis, 2004)


On local level (see fig. 1)  we see that the amount of women elected for municipalities advanced from 20 % in 1994 to 31 % in  2000.  More women became aldermen and mayors. We are still far from a parity-democracy but the line rises more sharply than between 1988 and 1994.

On the Flemish level the elections in 2004 turned out positive for women again – 33 % women entered Flemish Parliament, and here also the graphic (fig.2) shows that progress is sharper than before.

So, although many people predicted that a “vote for women” campaign was worn out as a method, the experiences with the balance-team show that this is not true. 

Women and decisionmaking : Quota laws :

The Action : 

· in 1997 a quota law was adopted by the Flemish Parliament to install 1/3 – 2/3 quota for women in advisory councils of the Ministry of Flanders;

· in 1999  a second quota law was adopted to install 1/3 – 2/3 quota for women in managerial bodies of the Flemish Public Institutions.

The deadline for the Flemish government to reach the quota was the magic date of 1.1. 2000. The sanction was that advice of a council that was not composed in the right way would not be legal.

In 2002 a new law was made to adapt the period for regularisation until the end of 2002. 

Research was conducted on the implementation in 2003 for the advisory councils (A. Woodward, VUB) and in 2004 for the managerial bodies (L. Vandenberghe, UG)

Ever since the first quota law in 1997 the task of the unit ‘Equal Opportunities in Flanders’ was to follow up its implementation. It took 2 years before a staffmember was recruited at the ministry for executing this task.

Our most frequent action in the implementation was “explaining the interpretation of the law”. Although the law is short and clear,
,, most responsibles choose to discuss whether the law was to be applied for their council or not. 

Many tried to escape the application of the law. There was a lot of resistance phrased “that there were no women competent in that specific field”.

In daily practice a huge technical obstacle proved to be that many advisory boards are composed of persons ‘respresenting’ and organisation or a function. The organisations were free to propose candidates, the ‘functions’ were mostly filled in by men, so they could not be replaced by women.

In 2001 the Flemish government started working on an immense reorganisation of the Ministry, including the reorganisation of all advisory and managerial boards. The implementation of a separate quota law for existing advisory councils, was not considered a priority anymore. But in 2001 nobody thought that the reorganisation would take until 2006 to be completed.

The following graphic shows the result of the quota law for advisory councils. 
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Fig 3. Advisory councils and the quota law

In 2004 15 % of the councils still consists only of male members (so not even a small attempt has been made to install women). Only in 4 % of the councils full parity is reached (which is more than the law asks for) 38 % of the councils are in order with the quota law, after 7 years more than half is not in order with the law!

The quota laws are a nice example of a strategy that does not work when there is no good social basis before making the law. Making the law was more a political statement by the government than an effective measure to accomplish more power for women. The many discussions about the interpretation afterwards are proof that the social basis was lacking. It would probably have been more effective to organise the discussions before making the law and creating a deeper rooted will for success.

Reconciliation of Work and Family :

As the Minister for Equal Opportunities is not responsible for labour in the Flemish government she cannot take actions directly in this field. Therefore the choice for an indirect strategy was obvious.

A campaign was launched in 2001 about the “quality of work – quality of life” and it ran ongoing till 2004. The focus shifted consecutively from employers to children, parents and employees. 

The goal of the campaign was to put the theme of reconciliation on the societal agenda i.e. reconciliation of work and family is not just a ‘private’ responsibility of separate women, but a problem that involves the whole of society. 

Results 

The first campaign was the cheapest we ever did (50.000 euro) (the renewals were more expensive and less effective). It became an immediate hit: the debate on the subject became an accepted theme in everyday life of many people and at different levels of society. Or perhaps it was the other way around, it was a theme right under the surface of people’s everyday life and the campaign brought it into the open. It had the merits of installing a public debate around something that had been a private debate before. 

Looking back at the process of the different campaigns perhaps little effect can be harvested :

· timespending surveys show that women still spend more spare time in the household than men;

· the debate tends to narrow down to child care as an accepted subtheme, but there is still no big debate on the ethics of labour. In the total labour force how many employees are really helped with child care facilities ? (see also Barbara Bagilhole…
 

· labour measures that are taken like ‘interruption of career’ tend to be taken up by women for caretaking and by (fewer) men for world trips or trying out another job. The measures tend to handicap women in their careers and pensions in the long term.

The Velvet Triangle

Action : 

A model has been set up throughout the years to support the policymaking for Equal Opportunities. 3 actors work together: policy makers, researchers and the women’s movement. We call this the Velvet Triangle
 in which the dialogue must take place. 
 

The “balance-team” that was discussed earlier is a good example of the velvet triangle at work.

The different actors each have their own role to play, in order to make it work. 

Policymakers : this consists of three different actors : the politicians (like the minister) who take the decisions, the civil servants or femocrats that ‘prepare’ the decisions for politicians and execute afterwards, and policymakers that are active in formal structures like parliament.

Also the women’s movement consists of different actors, organisations and target groups. As a part of the triangle one has to take into account the heterogeneity of this actor. Organisations work at broad or small action domains (women’s council vs. a safety house for battered women) they have different working methods (training, lobbying, archives and documentation, actions) and they operate from different philosophical and political ideas.

Researchers are rather more homogenous – there are actors at women’s studies as educational programs or researchers without educational vocation.

Results : 

The model has been working in Flanders. But it means a longterm investment both financially as in energy. It is more a process than a product, and actually it is a difficult process. The actions are refined through trial and error.

The network is supportive, energising and reliable for actions with a good geographical range.

For an active velvet triangle there are some prerequisites to be fulfilled that are its weaknesses at the same time : it depends a lot on the political will to continue financial support for the actors involved (if you take their task in the policy preparation seriously researchers and women’s organisations should have some amount of security about their financial existence : you want them spending energy in policy preparation, not in fundraising all the time) and it also depends a lot on the skill of the civil servant (femocrat) to act as a facilitator in the dialogue.

Research and Development 

Action :

In the past ten years there was a good investment in women’s study and research programs. Different themes for research were launched among which support for gathering genderstatistics, developing indicators for gender progress, developing a Gender Impact Assessment Instrument and its variant the Local Gender Impact Assessment Instrument. In 2001 the Flemish government created a Flemish Policy Research Centre at the university of Antwerp, which is a joint venture of two Flemish Universities (University of Antwerp, and Limbourg University).

Through investing in research many positive results came out : 

· development of professionalism and gender expertise at the universities;

· an increasing number of gender specialists outside universities;

· a multiplication of femocrats in official jobs (cities, provinces, ministries) with gender expertise;

· profound analysis of genderproblems;

· statistics to show the discrimination of women are generated;

· due to all of this expertise and research projects that are ongoing or finished there is more attention for gender issues in the media.

The budget for Equal Opportunities :

To finalise this paper we will show the evolution of the budget in the past 10 years. 

The two graphics show 
 the evolution of the total budget and the spendings for gender in this period.
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As Equal Opportunities was a new policy domain in 1995 we see an enormous raise of the budget in the beginning years, and then a gradual stop in growth or even diminishment recently. 

The evolution of the genderbudget shows that the investment for gender shifted to other priorities. The rhetoric of “diversity” masks the diminished interest in gender in favour of minority targetgroups that were also part of the equal opportunities policy.

4. Conclusions …. Backlash ?

Through the overview of strategies and their impact in the long term we can come to some conclusions : 

· a strategic plan and setting priorities help to focus the attention to a few goals, during a longer time. There were better results in these focuses and it helps to remain optimistic about the job. 

· Setting goals and concrete actions make it possible to ‘check off’ what is done and what still needs to be done;

· More ‘in depth’ actions are possible when working on one topic for a longer amount of time;

· The disadvantage of a strategic plan and specific policy goals is that there is less attention for other genderthemes and after 4 years the grassroots organisations working in those areas ‘show signs of deprivation’

· In spite of the assumed difference between direct and indirect strategies, direct strategies don’t seem to have more impact on women than indirect ones.

· The most visible effect of direct and indirect strategies are awareness raising. This is the effect that it all comes down to in the end. Awareness raising is very important when we think about traditional role models and the image of women in society in general, but for the enhancement of the position of women further steps are necessary that go beyond this point and actually have an impact on the change of attitudes. One can wonder whether real marketing strategies might have more impact. There is need for a gendered Machiavelli!

· Civil servants (femocrats) are more tended towards longterm actions than politicians. The survey of different strategies and their results show that longterm investment has more positive results than short term actions. It is odd that there is little political will for longterm actions, in spite of the fact that this does not always imply huge financial means : spending energy in the “velvet triangle” is not “expensive”, but it demands the right persons in the roles of the different actors.

· The success of a strategy is determined by its social basis. See the balance campaign vs the quota laws.

· Political will is rather based on the emotional than on the rational : so even when there are ample statistics and scientific facts about the arrears of women:  decisionmakers are seldom converted into taking the necessary actions. 

· Women’s movements and researchers don’t criticise enough, although there is a way for positive criticism in the velvet triangle. The political rhetoric has an impact on the in- and output of women’s organisations. When the attention of decision makers shifts to minority groups – or diversity as a story - contemporary women’s organisations tend to follow along in this line of thinking in order to remain in the focus of political attention. 

We need researchers and women’s organisations to fight more actively for women’s emancipation, but perhaps the fact that this is not happening at the moment is the greatest proof of a (hopefully temporary) backlash.

Negative return of investment ?

Next to the conclusions of the Flemish strategies we can also give some input from the activities of our working group 3B.

· A lack of political will is deadly for the progress for women, but this is already an indication of the backlash. In the national reports for the implementation of the Platform for Action we see that political will seldom goes further than “keeping up appearances”;

· There is “no continuity in the policies or strategies. Every government re-invents the wheel;

· “There is always discontinuity in gender policy and it is always covered up”

· Long term investments have more positive results than short term actions.

· “There is a need between practical needs and strategical needs and they can contradict : when you work only on the practical needs you facilitate gender inequality in the long run. Politicians seem to think that the public demands the solution of practical problems…

Annex : Flanders’ powers

Economy : economic policy, exploitation of mineral resources, investment support, business support, economic state initiatives;

Foreign Trade : sales and export policy, export missions;

Financial Policy : Flanders has a high degree of financial autonomy and is fully competent and responsible for its own expenditure. Moreover, Flanders levies its own taxes, such as registration fees, inheritance tax, real estate tax, road tax, etc..;

Health Care : support and quality control of hospitals, preventive health care, home care, nursing homes for senior citizens, mental health care;

Public Welfare : youth protection, youth policy, family policy, welfare policy, senior citizens policy and disabled persons policy;

Culture : art, cultural heritage, museums, libraries, public radio and television, sports and open-air recreation, tourism;

Energy :  distribution of electricity and natural gas, promotion of rational energy use;

Housing : construction of social housing, allocation of housing premiums;

Agriculture and Horticulture : full agricultural policy including sea fishing, scientific agricultural research, agricultural investment fund, promotion of agricultural and horticultural products, quality control;

Town and Country Planning : drafing of town and country plans, creation of industrial zones, urban renewal, protection of monuments and landscapes;

Environment : environmental protection, waste policy, supervision of hazardous, unhealthy and polluting industries;

Transport and Public Works : construction and maintenance of roads, seaports, navigable waters and regional airports, public city and regional transport;

Scientific Research : full scientific research with regard to all Flemish decision-making areas;

Employment : job placement, special employment programmes, basic training and in-service training;

Water Policy :  production and distribution of potable water, waste water purification, sewage systems;

Education :  design and subsidising of education, from nursery school to university education. Flanders has three educational networks. “Free” eduction – which largely consists of Catholic Schools, urban and provincial schools, and Community Education. The first two networks are subsidised by the Flemish government. In Community Education the Flemish government also exercises organisational powers via a Flemish public institution. Every year more than 1.200.000 Flemings follow educational courses. There are more than 120.000 teachers;

Language Legislation : supervision of the use of language in government affairs, education and labour relations;

Development and Co-operation : since 2004 Flanders has been given greater powers in the area of development co-operation;

Municipalities and Provinces :  full organisation of domestic administration, such as the composition, organisation and operation of provincial and municipal institutions, municipal and provincial financing, organisation and exercise of administrative supervision of local authorities (with the exception of the police and the fire service), the municipal and provincial electoral legislation;

International Co-operation : international co-operation including the conclusion of treaties in all areas of Flemish jurisdiction.
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� For the full overview see annex 1


� Woodward, Alison (2004). Building Velvet Triangles: Gender and Informal Governance. In S. Piattoni &- T. Christiansen (eds.). Informal Governance and the European Union. London: Edward Elgar, pp. 76-93  
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publication "open flanders" edited by the Flemish Department of Foreign Affairs.
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