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General debate on Vote 100 and International Women’s Day

House of Commons

8 March 2018

Introduction
Last month, the nation marked the centenary of women being granted the right to vote. It was an uplifting moment, celebrating both the words and deeds of those suffragettes and suffragists who secured that historic victory, and a time to reflect on how far we’ve travelled since. 
100 years on, the Equality and Human Rights Commission is working to ensure that gender stereotypes and sexism are tackled from an early age, before they become a set of rigid assumptions. In this briefing, we set out some of the important work the Commission is doing in relation to a range of issues to advance gender equality.
The Commission will be raising these issues – and many more – in our biggest ever assessment of women’s rights, which will feed into a major United Nations review into the UK’s record on gender equality next year.[footnoteRef:1] We will be working with civil society organisations and women’s rights activists to tell the UK and devolved governments that the job is not done yet.   [1:  More information on this work can be found on our website: https://www.equalityhumanrights.com/en/our-human-rights-work/monitoring-and-promoting-un-treaties/convention-elimination-discrimination] 

Political participation
The Commission believes the UK should be a global leader on equality and human rights but we are currently failing on women’s representation. There are still more than twice as many men as women in the House of Commons: after the 2017 election women still only make up 32% of MPs.[footnoteRef:2]  [2:  https://www.parliament.uk/business/committees/committees-a-z/commons-select/women-and-equalities-committee/news-parliament-2017/govt-response-women-hoc-2017-19/
] 

To help address this, the Commission is recommending that political parties publish information on the diversity of their parliamentary candidates by bringing into force Section 106 of the Equality Act 2010, which will ensure transparency and democratic accountability for parties’ attitudes towards diversity and inform decisions about the candidates to put forward for election.
We are also recommending government and political parties encourage women to engage with politics, and remove barriers to their participation. To support this, we have published a guide for political parties on the Equality Act 2010, which includes information about positive action, unlawful discrimination, harassment and victimisation. [footnoteRef:3]  [3:  https://www.equalityhumanrights.com/en/publication-download/equality-act-2010-guide-political-parties] 

Gender pay gap
In 2017, in the UK, the difference in average hourly pay between men and women overall is 18.4%. The gender pay gap arises largely from the barriers women face getting into and progressing at work.

In August 2017, the Commission published ‘Fair opportunities for all: a strategy to reduce pay gaps in Britain’.[footnoteRef:4] This strategy sets out what needs to change and who needs to take action to reduce gender, ethnicity and disability pay gaps. We would encourage men and women to share caring responsibilities on an equal basis by introducing dedicated non-transferable ‘use it or lose it’ parental leave for fathers with a pay rate that acts as a real incentive to take-up. [4:  https://www.equalityhumanrights.com/en/publication-download/fair-opportunities-all-strategy-reduce-pay-gaps-britain] 


The Commission is the equality regulator with responsibility for enforcing the Equality Act 2010 (EA 2010). Under the new Equality Act 2010 (Gender Pay Gap Information) Regulations 2017, all private and voluntary sector employers with 250 or more employees in England, Wales and Scotland must now publish information on their gender pay gap. We have committed to enforcing against all non-compliance with the regulations and we have asked the government for a small amount of funding for this new, additional work.

Pregnancy and maternity discrimination
Our evidence shows that around 54,000 new mothers may be forced out of their jobs in Britain each year and one in five mothers experience harassment or negative comments related to pregnancy or flexible working from their employer or colleagues. A recent survey by the Commission also found that, of 1,106 senior decision makers, around a third (36%) of private sector employers agree that it is reasonable to ask women about their plans to have children in the future during recruitment. 
The Commission is recommending that flexible working should be offered for all working parents from day one. We are also encouraging employers to join our Working Forward network[footnoteRef:5], which offers support to employers to make their workplaces the best they can be for pregnant women and new parents. Our recent research into employer attitudes found that six in 10 employers (59%) agree that a woman should have to disclose whether she is pregnant during the recruitment process. We are therefore challenging employers to eliminate these attitudes and end pregnancy and maternity discrimination in the workplace. [5:  https://www.equalityhumanrights.com/en/pregnancy-and-maternity-workplace/working-forward] 

Sexual Harassment 
Recent high-profile testimonies have highlighted pervasive sexual harassment in contexts as diverse as Hollywood and Westminster, and the lack of redress for those who experience it. The Commission recently launched practical guidance for employers[footnoteRef:6], which sets out a clear definition of sexual harassment, employers’ responsibilities and how to develop a sexual harassment policy and put it into practice.  [6:  https://www.equalityhumanrights.com/en/publication-download/sexual-harassment-and-law-guidance-employers] 

We have also gathered evidence from around 1,000 leading employers and individuals who have experienced or witnessed sexual harassment at work and built a rigorous evidence base around the most effective systems and processes to prevent and respond to workplace sexual harassment. We will launch a report outlining our findings and recommendations for change later this month.  
Welfare reform
Our research into the impact of tax and welfare changes shows that women are significantly worse off than men as a result of changes to tax, welfare and social security since 2010.[footnoteRef:7]Women lose more (or gain less) from the reforms on average across every income bracket, and the differential between women and men is much more pronounced in the 25 to 34 and 35 to 44 age groups than in any other age group. Lone parents, the vast majority of whom are women, are also disproportionately affected.   [7:  https://www.equalityhumanrights.com/en/publication-download/impact-tax-and-welfare-reforms-between-2010-and-2017-interim-report] 

The Commission will be publishing a new report next week[footnoteRef:8], which considers the impact of tax and welfare reforms on women and other groups of people who share different protected characteristics. We are recommending the UK Government assess the cumulative impact all tax and welfare changes have on protected groups, and to take action where it is clear that groups such as women have been adversely impacted.  [8: The launch of our report, ‘Cumulative impact assessment of UK welfare and social security spending’, will take place on Wednesday 14 March 2018 from 16:00-18:00 in Thames Pavilion, House of Commons. Please RSVP to rsvp@dodsgroup.com if you would like to attend. 
] 

Asylum seekers and refugees
In England, refused asylum seekers and people with insecure immigration status are ineligible for free health care except for emergency treatment.[footnoteRef:9] Confusion and misinformation amongst migrants, asylum seekers and refugees about their eligibility (or otherwise) for free health care, could delay access to treatment and have a detrimental impact on health. There is also confusion amongst health professionals about how this policy is applied in practice.[footnoteRef:10]  [9:  Full details of the cost recovery system are available at: https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/nhs-visitor-and-migrant-cost-recovery-programme. In England, Scotland and Wales, Non EEA migrants who stay for more than 6 months must pay an Immigration Health Surcharge as part of their visa application. Refugees and asylum seekers are exempt from charges in England, Scotland and Wales. In England, refused asylum seekers not in receipt of support, will be charged for health care except from GP consultations and emergency care (also continuation of treatment which began before the asylum decision was made, and certain other specified services). In Scotland and Wales, refused asylum seekers can access non-emergency care free of charge. Regardless of immigration status, all immediately necessary and urgent treatment must be provided, though the patient may later be charged.]  [10:  Asylum Matters (2017), ‘Barriers to healthcare for people seeking asylum in the UK: Briefing’. Available at:
https://health.cityofsanctuary.org/wp-content/uploads/sites/47/2015/09/Asylum-Matters-Healthcare-Access-Briefing-May-17-3.docx  [accessed: 23 August 2017]] 

These issues have an adverse impact on women, including on their access to perinatal care. For migrants, refugees and asylum seekers “care was frequently received late and women received fewer antenatal appointments than the minimum standards for England”.[footnoteRef:11] A Maternity Action study found that concerns over charges, and the impact that unpaid debts could have on asylum applications, were significant deterrents to accessing antenatal care.[footnoteRef:12]   [11:  Shortall, C., McMorran, J., Taylor, K., Traianou, A., Garcia de Frutos, M., Jones, L. and Murwill, P. (2015) Experiences of Pregnant Migrant Women Receiving Ante/Peri and Postnatal Care in the UK. Available at: http://b.3cdn.net/droftheworld/5a507ef4b2316bbb07_5nm6bkfx7.pdf ]  [12:  Maternity Action: The impact of charging migrant women for NHS maternity care: a scoping study, (March 2017). Available at: https://www.maternityaction.org.uk/policy/publications/ [accessed 16th January 2018]] 

The Commission is undertaking work to understand what barriers there are to accessing healthcare for women asylum seekers and would welcome working with UK government to create:
· A clear understanding of women asylum seekers’ rights and entitlements in relation to healthcare
· Clear information for healthcare professionals that helps them understand asylum seekers’ rights and entitlements and helps them to prioritise the delivery of healthcare in accordance with these rights

Personal, Social, Health and Economic Education (PSHE)
Parliament has given a power to the Secretary of State for Education to make PSHE statutory, subject to consultation. PSHE is one of the main subjects in which teaching about human rights and equality is explicitly incorporated into the school curriculum, yet the quality and extent of provision varies greatly. PSHE is often deprioritised by schools due to lack of statutory status, and many children receive little or no education about their rights. The Commission considers this education vital for helping children to stay safe and thrive within the classroom and throughout their lives. 
The Government has also committed to introduce mandatory relationships education in all primary schools and relationships and sex education in all secondary schools in England from September 2019. The Commission considers that such education helps to equip children with the knowledge to tackle abuse and exploitation, and forge healthy relationships based on respect. 
The Commission is therefore recommending that: 
· The Government makes PSHE mandatory in its entirety, with comprehensive teaching of human rights and equality issues.
· Schools should take a rights-based approach to education, whereby teaching these topics is supported by a whole-school environment that ensures respect for individuals’ human rights, including by tackling identity-based and sexualised bullying and harassment. 
· The Government ensures that all children’s rights to information about their sexual and reproductive health and rights are met, including consideration of needs in relation to their protected characteristics.
Further information
The Equality and Human Rights Commission is a statutory body established under the Equality Act 2006.  Find out more about the Commission’s work at: www.equalityhumanrights.com
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