Follow up to the European Parliament resolution on the face of female poverty in the European Union, adopted by the Commission on 22 June 2011
1.
Rapporteur: Rovana PLUMB (S&D/RO)

2.
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3.
Date of adoption of the resolution: 8 March 2011

4.
Subject: The face of female poverty in the European Union

5.
Competent Parliamentary Committee: Committee on Women's Rights and Gender Equality (FEMM)

6.
Brief analysis/assessment of the resolution and of requests made in it:

Women, especially single mothers and women aged over 65, are traditionally at greater risk of poverty than men. According to the data available, 17% of women in the 27 Member States are at risk of poverty, while the percentage of women at risk of extreme poverty greatly exceeds the percentage of men in 16 Member States. The structural causes of poverty among women, which are linked to their labour market situation, the persistence of a gender pay gap and the inadequacy of social security coverage, combined with the negative effects of the recent economic crisis, generate specific negative effects that affect women’s living and working conditions directly and worsen their already vulnerable position.

7.
Response to the requests and outlook regarding the action that the Commission has taken or intends to take:

Paragraph 8 (results of the 2010 European Year)

An independent evaluation of activities under the European Year is currently under way. The interim report submitted at the end of 2010 outlines the methodology and the activities carried out, and provides indications of future steps for each category (countries, types of stakeholder, etc.). The final report is expected in mid-2011.

Paragraph 9 (commitment to make further progress towards gender equality by means of strategies)

In 2010 the Commission adopted a Strategy for equality between women and men, which sets out its gender equality work programme for the 2010-15 period
 and includes a commitment to make progress towards equality between women and men. On 8 March this year the EPSCO Council adopted a European Pact for Gender Equality (2011-20).

The Commission and the Member States will monitor progress in implementing actions relating to gender equality. The Commission will hold an annual top-level gender equality dialogue to take stock of progress in implementing the Strategy.

Paragraph 12 (gender specific approach when tackling poverty)

The European Platform against Poverty and Social Exclusion refers explicitly to the need to step up efforts to promote women’s economic interdependence, the first of the five priorities in the Commission's Strategy on equality for women and men for 2010-15. This will entail developing and implementing gender equality policies to address the gender income gap visible in most age groups and which leads to higher rates of poverty among the female section of the population, both in work and out of work, and in particular single mothers and elderly women.

The Strategy for equality between women and men (2010-15) points out that women face a higher poverty risk. The Commission is committed to supporting the promotion of all aspects of gender equality and the Europe 2020 flagship initiatives and will therefore take gender issues into account in measures to combat poverty and social exclusion.

Paragraphs 15 (vulnerable groups), 28 (rural poverty), 39 (informal economy) and 51 (obstacles to social participation)

These are issues to be tackled through the European Platform against Poverty and Social Exclusion, whose main goal is to support progress towards meeting the common EU target adopted in June 2010 as part of the Europe 2020 Strategy to lift at least 20 million out of poverty and social exclusion by 2020. The Platform outlines the Commission's work agenda and sets out a framework for action. Alongside initiatives in such key areas as labour market inclusion, homelessness, social services, education, migration and anti-discrimination, it envisages using the EU Funds more effectively to support social inclusion. It also promotes new ways of working, including social innovation (to build partnerships for reform and test new policy ideas), supporting new partnerships between the public and private sectors, and harnessing the potential of the social economy.

Paragraphs 18 and 19 (data and indicators)

At EU level, most statistics in the employment and social field are broken down by sex and are available on Eurostat’s website
. Over the last few years Eurostat has published a number of specific publications on gender gaps. The Commission supports the development of specific statistics to monitor the development of such phenomena as the gender pay gap and childcare coverage.

It has also set up a database to monitor the number of men and women in key decision-making positions and provide reliable statistics
.

One major task of the European Institute for Gender Equality
 involves collecting and analysing comparable data on gender issues and developing methodological tools, in particular to mainstream the gender dimension in all policy areas. In 2011 the Institute will collect data and statistics on some of the 12 areas identified at the Fourth UN World Conference on Women held in Beijing, and will work to develop an EU gender equality index.
Paragraph 20 (following up the Women's Charter)

In June 2009 the Commission held an EU Conference on Equality between Women and Men in a Time of Change, which triggered a public debate on the priorities of the new Gender Equality Strategy. A broad consultation involving the main stakeholders (the social partners, civil society, equality bodies, Eurofound, the European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights and the European Institute for Gender Equality) was also initiated in July 2009 to prepare for the Strategy. The High-Level Group on Gender Mainstreaming discussed the Strategy at its meeting in September 2009. In January 2010 Parliament’s FEMM Committee held a public hearing on the evaluation of the 2006-10 Roadmap and in June 2010 it adopted a resolution on recommendations for the Strategy
. The results of the consultation are presented in the background document to the Strategy
. The Commission will hold a conference in September 2011, one year after the Strategy was adopted.
Paragraph 21 (research on the effect of the global crisis on women)

Given their relatively weaker position on the labour market, women are more likely to be affected by the crisis than men, since their employment rate is lower in most Member States and they are more likely to be involved in temporary work. Numbers of women in public-sector jobs also make them more likely to be affected by cuts there.

The Commission has paid special attention to ensuring that women are not disproportionately affected by the current economic crisis. In December 2009 it adopted a report on equality between men and women which called on the Member States to take account in their national responses of the varying impact the crisis has had on men and women. Two networks of experts
 (the Network of experts on employment and gender equality issues and the Network of experts in gender equality, social inclusion, health and long-term care) provide the Commission with external expertise in the field of gender equality policy. They will draft a joint report on the impact of the economic crisis and macro-economic policies on the labour market and the social situation of women and men.

The aim will be to assess the impact of the economic crisis and macro-economic policies on the labour market and social situation for women and men in each EU Member State, the EEA-EFTA member countries and Turkey, Croatia and FYROM, and to describe the current and long-term gender equality challenges facing the Member States, the EEA-EFTA member countries and the candidate countries.

Paragraph 36 (gender inequalities in employment)

The objectives of the Europe 2020 Strategy will not be achieved unless policy is specifically directed at increasing the female employment rate and closing gender gaps. Raising the female employment rate is vital to meeting the 75% employment target, and will help to cope with the cost of an ageing society. There is substantial scope for increasing the employment rate of women in many Member States and for improving the quality of employment, for instance by narrowing the gender pay gap. The Commission Annual Growth Survey
 adopted this year stresses the inadequacy of childcare facilities during working hours or after-school and the lack of services for other dependent persons. The Employment Guidelines
 underline the importance of implementing, assessing and following up employment policies that promote gender equality and achieving a balance between work and family or private life. In particular, Employment Guideline 7 (‘Increasing labour market participation of women and men, reducing structural unemployment and promoting job quality’) stresses that policy to reconcile work and family or private life by providing affordable care and introducing innovations in the way work is organised should be geared to raising employment rates. It also emphasises the importance of promoting gender equality, including through equal pay.

The Commission addressed the issue of the gender balance in decision-making comprehensively in its Strategy for Equality between Women and Men (2010-15)
. It pays special attention to the under-representation of women in economic decision-making. On 1 March 2011 the Commission services approved a Staff Working Document ‘The Gender Balance in Business Leadership’
. In this connection, Vice-President Reding encouraged publicly listed companies to sign the ‘Women on the Board Pledge for Europe’
 and to develop self-regulatory initiatives to get more women into top jobs, with a view to meeting the target of 30% for women on boardrooms of listed companies by 2015 and 40% by 2020. The Commission is taking stock of, and monitoring, progress achieved, in particular by collecting and disseminating comparable EU-level data through its database on women and men in decision-making
 and regular reporting
. If no progress is made, the Commission will decide what further initiatives may be needed in this field.

Paragraph 39 (the ‘Beyond GDP’ project)

The Commission communication ‘GDP and beyond: Measuring progress in a changing world’
 underlined the importance of better reporting of inequalities and of the need for more accurate measurement of the quality of life and well-being, covering such aspects as income, public services, health, leisure, wealth, mobility and a clean environment. Progress has been made here with a view to developing the conceptual framework, improving the analysis and dissemination of existing data and planning for further data collection needs. Wherever possible, account is taken of gender-specific aspects.

Paragraph 40 (revision of legislation on the gender pay gap)

In 2008 the Commission conducted an analysis of current legislation on the gender pay gap. After consulting the stakeholders, it concluded that the legislation could do with some changes. It is looking at how to improve the transparency of pay and the impact on equal pay of such arrangements as part-time work and fixed-term contracts, which was an action included in the Strategy for Equality between women and men (2010-15). In 2010 it accordingly launched a study to assess the economic and social impact of certain legislative and non-legislative ways of tackling the gender pay gap. The results are expected in September and will support a further impact assessment.
Paragraph 45 (child poverty)

Child poverty has been one of the priorities of the social inclusion strategy since its inception in 2001. A Commission staff working paper (to be published in December this year) will present knowledge of child poverty built up over the last few years through the Social OMC, and so pave the way for an impact assessment. It will cover the key areas to be tackled in the proposed recommendation on child poverty, including resources, services and participation.

Paragraph 54 (reconciling work and family/private life)

The Strategy for Equality between women and men (2010-15) points out the need for a comprehensive approach that combines family-related leave arrangements, flexible work arrangements and care services. The Commission will continue its work on the proposal to amend the Pregnant Workers Directive (92/85/EEC) currently under discussion in Parliament and the Council and will assess the remaining gaps in entitlement to family-related leave. As part of that assessment, it is currently conducting separate studies into the provision of paternity leave and the potential cost and benefits of carers' leave. The findings will feed into any future Commission decisions on further work to reconcile work and family/private life. The Commission will pay special attention to the availability of affordable high-quality care infrastructure, will report on the Member States' performance with respect to childcare facilities and, where necessary, will make specific recommendations to them. Its network on employment and gender equality has recently conducted a comparative study on flexible working-time arrangements
.

Paragraph 63 (European Year for combating violence against women)

The Commission is not planning to hold a European Year but may focus on awareness-raising campaigns in Europe to denounce gender-based violence and help the victims to seek help.
Paragraph 65 (human trafficking and sexual exploitation)

Major steps have been taken recently to step up the fight against trafficking in human beings. The Council and Parliament recently adopted a legal framework for preventing and combating trafficking in human beings and protecting the victims. In addition to approximating substantive criminal law, it introduces robust provisions to protect the victims and supports the principle of non-punishment for petty crimes and unconditional assistance. Experience shows that immediate, unconditional, and comprehensive assistance is more effective in encouraging victims to testify against offenders. The Member States must implement the Directive within two years.

A comprehensive response to trafficking in human beings is needed. To improve our performance the Commission appointed Myra Vassiliadou as the first EU Anti-Trafficking Coordinator on behalf of the Commission. She will provide overall strategic policy orientation in the field of trafficking in human beings, in particular with a view to improving coordination and consistency between the EU institutions and agencies and with the Member States and international actors.

On 29 March 2010 the Commission tabled a proposal for a directive to fight sexual abuse and exploitation, which involves a holistic approach involving prosecuting the offenders, protecting child victims and prevention. The proposal makes serious forms of child sexual abuse and exploitation criminal offences, including new forms of sexual abuse and exploitation facilitated by the use of the Internet. It sets minimum penalties to reflect the gravity of the crime. Investigating offences and pressing charges will be made easier, in the absence of reporting by child victims. Rules on jurisdiction are to be amended to ensure that sexual abusers and exploiters of children from the EU face prosecution, even where the crimes are committed in a non-EU country by ‘sex tourists’.

Children abused should have easier access to legal remedies and should not suffer as a result of participating in criminal proceedings, e.g. by limiting the number of interviews, providing for legal aid or for a special representative. A risk assessment of convicted offenders should be carried out and special programmes should be available to prevent recidivism. Bans to stop offenders carrying out activities involving children should be implemented throughout the EU. In addition, national mechanisms to block access to child pornography websites, which are often located outside EU, should be put in place, together with action to delete content at source. The proposal for a directive is currently under discussion in Parliament and the Council.

Paragraph 72 (financial allocation for NGOs)

Progress (Programme on employment and social solidarity) supports the implementation of the social inclusion/social protection strategy and gender equality for the 2007-13 period, and hence civil society organisations active in those areas. The Commission will present a proposal on a possible successor to the Progress Programme as part the next EU Multiannual Financial Framework (to be adopted on 29 June).
--------------
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