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From a European and a global point of view, this report comes at a key juncture, that is to say 

in 2015. This year, to mark the 20th anniversary of the adoption of the objectives set out in 

the Beijing Platform and the review of the United Nations Millennium Development Goals, 

throughout the world assessments of various kinds will be carried out with a view to 

determining just how much progress has been made towards achieving the target of equality 

between women and men. These assessments will show once again very clearly that such 

progress has been very slow in all areas of society. The Gender Equality Index drawn up by 

the European Institute for Gender Equality, in which the EU scores an average of 54 out of a 

possible 100 points, merely confirms this conclusion. On average, therefore, the EU is only 

half way to achieving its target of genuine gender equality. The issues at stake for both sexes 

are the right to physical integrity and to a life lived in dignity, the fairer distribution of the 

work involved in providing care for others and the scope for exploiting skills and 

qualifications to the full, which in turn is a prerequisite for economic independence. 

The main aim of European gender equality policy over the next five years should be to 

develop effective and coherent strategies designed to do away with all forms of discrimination 

against women and men. Women and men in Europe must be sure that they will not suffer 

discrimination on the grounds of their ethnicity, their sexual orientation, their sexual identity, 

a disability, their religious beliefs, their class, their nationality or their age. 

The objectives which have been reiterated time and again for decades are now being watered 

down in response to the ongoing financial crisis and the need for all the Member States to cut 

spending. Not only have the cuts in question been shown to undermine gender equality in 

day-to-day life; the supposed need to make cuts is also frequently misused as an argument 

against providing further support for gender equality measures. 

Your rapporteur takes the view, however, that the EU’s economic, social and employment 

objectives can only be achieved on the basis of full gender equality; equality must therefore 

be understood as a strategically significant, universal objective. Against the background of the 

financial crisis, the constant threat of setbacks and the erroneous belief that full equality has 

already been achieved, this objective must be restated through the adoption by the 

Commission of a new gender equality strategy. 

Violence 

Violence against women and girls constitutes a serious breach of their human rights. At the 

same time, it is a manifestation of the inequality which persists between the genders, which in 

turn has implications for the efforts to bring about actual equality. Only people who have no 

need to fear violence can play a full part in society and achieve something in their lives. 

Violence against women is much more common that many people realise, however. 

 One out of every three women in the EU has suffered physical and/or sexual violence 

at least once in their lives after reaching the age of 15. (European Fundamental Rights 

Agency) 

 

Violence against women in its many forms, which ranges from domestic violence and rape, 

via violence at the workplace to sexual exploitation, forced prostitution, forced participation 

in pornography and forced sterilisation, takes place every day in the midst of society. Not only 

does it leave the victims with lasting physical and psychological damage, but it also generates 
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economic losses and significant health and counselling costs. It is impossible to put a precise 

figure on these losses and costs, however, since the Member States still do not draw up 

comparable statistics.  

 

Your rapporteur is therefore calling for determined action on the part of the European Union 

and would like to emphasize once again the importance of ratifying the Istanbul Convention 

and of establishing a single legal framework to prevent and combat violence against girls and 

women. As part of the new strategy, boys and men must be given a greater role in combating 

violence against women. An official EU year devoted to the topic of ending violence against 

women would do much to raise public awareness of this issue further.  

 

 

Work and time 

 

In recent years the gender gap in the areas of employment, unemployment, pay and poverty 

has narrowed. This has not always come about as a direct result of the efforts to achieve 

greater equality, however, but instead often reflects the worsening of economic conditions as 

a whole as a result of the crisis. The overall objective, as part of the EU 2020 strategy, of 

achieving an employment rate of 75% in the EU also serves to disguise gender-specific 

disparities. 

 

 According to Commission figures, 74.2% of men but only 62.5% of women currently 

have a job.  

 

Genuine equality on the labour market has thus still not been achieved. What is more, women 

are more likely to find themselves in precarious employment characterised by short-term 

contracts and low, in some cases unacceptably low, wages. Entrenched practices and 

stereotypes continue to make for sharply gender-specific horizontal and vertical labour market 

segregation and the current gender-specific wage gap of 16% becomes a pension gap of 39% 

in old age. Women often work part time, even though they would like a full-time job. 

Nevertheless, according to Commission calculations women in Europe work 64 hours per 

week on average, as against a figure of only 53 hours for men. Women continue to do most of 

the housework and to perform most of the tasks involved in providing care for others. This 

leaves them not only with less time to take another job or volunteer in some capacity, but also 

with less leisure time. What is more, women often find it very difficult to return to work after 

raising children. Many strategies designed to help people reconcile work and family life seek 

to counter this problem by getting outsiders to perform housework and act as carers, which in 

turn can lead to the exploitation of women (in particular) on the unofficial labour market and 

to the ethnicisation of care-related work.  

 

Your rapporteur calls on the EU to monitor the implementation of Directive 2006/54/EC more 

closely and to consider the possibility of setting specific targets and imposing penalties with a 

view to reducing the gender-specific wage gap. In order to help people reconcile work and 

family life, incentives are also needed to encourage men to devote more time to housework 

and caring. In that connection, top priority must be given to adopting the proposal for a 

directive on maternity leave.  
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Influence  
 

The glass ceiling is still an everyday phenomenon in Europe. The fact that women are largely 

excluded from decision-making processes seriously restricts their ability to exercise influence 

and bring about change in society.  

 

 Only 5% of CEOs in the EU are women. 

 

The European Union should advocate that women be given a role in political, social, 

religious, cultural, media-related, scientific and civil-society decision-making processes 

commensurate with the proportion of the population that they make up. Given that the EU 

institutions are frequently seen as role models, your rapporteur calls on the EU to set a target 

of equal gender representation in all its institutions.  

 

What is more, only 18.6% of the members of company boards are women (EU average). For 

that reason, your rapporteur would like to urge the Council to push ahead with the 

negotiations on the directive on women in leadership positions (COM(2012) 614 final, 

2012/0299 (COD)), with a view to achieving an agreement, and the Commission to extend the 

scope of that directive in the near future to cover executive directors. 

 

 

Financial resources  

 

Although there is now more discussion of female poverty in Europe, society continues to 

tolerate this phenomenon. As a result of misguided tax incentives, women's second-earner 

status (even in couples in which both partners work, the woman generally contributes less 

than 45% of the household’s overall income), segregation, wage inequality and patchy 

employment careers, poverty during working life gives way to poverty in old age. The risk is 

particularly high for single mothers, who find it particularly difficult to gain access to 

financial services such as loans. The crisis has merely served to exacerbate this problem. 

Government austerity policies, wage freezes and cuts and recruitment freezes and 

redundancies in the public sector, pension reforms, cuts in and the imposition of ceilings on 

care- and family-related benefits and higher charges for publicly subsidised services such as 

crèches, hit women, and young women in particular, harder than men. A Commission report 

shows that, in countries where before the crisis women bore the brunt of unpaid caring duties 

and housework, their burden has increased even more, seriously jeopardising their economic 

independence and their chances of becoming involved in public life.  

 

 

Health 

 

The current retrograde trends in European society are also having an impact on the health and 

the related rights of women and men. If women are to lead responsible and safe sexual lives, 

however, they must be guaranteed access to information and care, to safe, effective and 

affordable contraception, to safe, legal abortion and sterilisation and to support in the context 

of adoption. It is also important to shed light on the reasons why women and men have 

different life expectancies. Research which takes proper account of gender differences can 

help to highlight the impact which gender roles have on health, in particular among men. In 
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your rapporteur’s view, the EU should give more support to specific research programmes in 

this area.  

 

 

Knowledge and education  

 

Gender-specific roles which are reinforced by the teaching materials used and the curricula 

offered in our schools and other educational establishments have an influence not only on 

academic performance (more boys than girls leave school without qualifications), but also on 

our life choices as adults. These stereotypes, which do much to cement the labour-market 

segregation referred to above, are strengthened even further by the stereotypical and at times 

sexualised ways in which women are represented in the media.  

 

The consequences of these phenomena need to be monitored and analysed more closely. Here, 

as well, your rapporteur takes the view that boys and men must play a greater role in 

combatting stereotypes and their perpetuation. She also feels that further awareness-raising 

measures are required in order to alter these stereotypes on a more lasting basis. 

 

 

The wider world 

 

An EU gender equality strategy should not be purely European in focus, however. A study by 

the agency UN Women shows that non-sustainable development models serve to widen 

disparities between the genders, because girls and women are harder hit by the consequences 

of economic, social and environmental crises. It is important, therefore, that these specific 

consequences for women, whether they stem from political measures or social developments, 

should be analysed in greater detail.  

 

Efforts to combat and punish sexual violence in crisis situations, the practice of genital 

mutilation and child and forced marriages must be stepped. Many women throughout the 

world continue to be denied access to property, natural resources and their inheritance, and 

even access to education is still not a given. Here, your rapporteur sees scope for fostering 

gender equality through the introduction of a standard to be enforced by the EU in the context 

of its neighbourhood policy, development cooperation and trade and diplomatic relations. The 

EU must also support and encourage equal participation by women in peace negotiations and 

democratisation processes. (Sexual) violence against women must be recognised as a 

worldwide problem which often arises in crisis and conflict situations. It is also important, 

therefore, that the EU should advocate the use of gender-sensitive guidelines in the area of 

asylum policy.  

 

 

Institutional mechanisms 

 

Despite the efforts made by the Commission and the Member States, gender mainstreaming is 

still not being employed across the board. Gender-specific tailoring of EU and Member State 

policies and budgets, with the aid of gender budgeting and gender-specific impact 

assessments, would make EU policies fairer, more socially just and more effective. Binding 

assessments, in the form of annual progress reports, could help the EU institutions and the 
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Member States to adapt and improve these measures. 


