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VICE PRESIDENT FOR DEMOCRACY AND DEMOGRAPHY 

SPEECH “Care and Gender Equality” 

Hearing on Enhancing gender equality through common European Action on 
Care 

FEMM Committee of the European Parliament 

Date event: 27 October 2021 

 

Dear Chair Evelyn Regner, 

Honourable Members, 

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

 

It is a pleasure for me to join this Committee’s timely hearing on “Enhancing 

gender equality through common European action on care” today. I want to get 

straight to the point: Care concerns everyone. Every member of our society 

from the very young to the older people. It is an essential feature of our 

lifecycle. We all provide or receive care at various points in our lives. We may 

need or provide care, even as a child, an older person or as someone else in 

need of care. Many of us assume roles as carers in our families, 

neighbourhoods or as professionals. 

 

The fact that you have three Commissioners contributing to your hearing today 

is in itself significant. Our participation underpins both the cross-cutting nature 

of care in our lives as well as the importance that the Commission attaches to 

the topic of care. And indeed, recently, in September, President von der Leyen 

announced in the State of the Union address that we will come forward in 2022 
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with a new European Care Strategy to support both men and women in finding 

the best care and the best life balance for them. 

 

 

COVID-19 PANDEMIC 

 

We can all agree that the COVID-19 pandemic has strongly affected our care 

systems, their users and their providers. Challenges in this area were mounting 

already for a while. However, in the blink of an eye, the pandemic has 

highlighted the urgent need of access, affordability, quality and sustainability 

in the care sector. As well as fair working conditions and decent jobs. The 

unprecedented situation over the last one and a half years also brought to light 

that care responsibilities are still very unequally shared between parents. 

When schools and kindergartens closed during the lockdowns, it was women 

who shouldered the lion’s share of additional care duties. And for some 

women, they were also already caring for the older members of their family 

too. 

 

At the same time, while the pandemic exposed the vulnerability of older 

people to diseases, we also could see the need for robust long-term care 

services. High mortality rates in care homes exposed the fact that long-term 

care systems lacked the capacity to respond to emergency crises and provide 

continuous, high quality care. It is clear, therefore, that the European Care 

Strategy will need to address both childcare and long-term care. And 

questions of gender equality will need to play a central role in this. 
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CHILDCARE 

 

Today, women make up the majority of informal carers and of workers in 

formal care jobs. The equal participation of women and men in the labour 

market is not yet a reality. This is mainly because women still carry a 

disproportionate share of care responsibilities, in particular with regard to 

children under mandatory school age. Therefore, better working conditions for 

formal carers would contribute to reducing the gender pay and pension gap. 

And better childcare would allow more women to pursue remunerated work. 

In a nutshell, a strengthened care sector would have a major impact on gender 

equality. This is why we need to address the childcare gap. Improved access to 

early childhood education and care will foster the development of the 

cognitive and social abilities of pre-school children. It will also strengthen the 

social inclusion of children from disadvantaged backgrounds. This is also why 

part of the upcoming Care Strategy will be dedicated to the revision of the 

Barcelona targets on early childhood education and care. I am sure my 

colleague, Commissioner Helena Dalli, will delve into this in more detail. 
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Ageing and long-term care 

 

Continuing along the time axis of our lives, we must recognise that the 

demographic trend of ageing is one of the major transformations affecting 

our societies. Along with climate change and the digital transition: Today, 20% 

of the population is above 65. By 2070, it will be 30%. Ageing represents both a 

challenge and an opportunity for our society and at the individual level. In 

addition, it has a marked gender dimension. With the adoption of the Green 

Paper on Ageing in January earlier this year, we launched a broad debate and 

public consultation. One of the findings of this debate is that we can expect a 

substantial rise in demand for long-term care. This means that we need to 

consider ways to expand and reinforce quality care provision, while also 

ensuring the financial sustainability of the long-term care systems. 

Commissioner Nicolas Schmit will drive our work in this regard. And once again, 

in the area of long-term care we have a telling example of how the negative 

consequences of ageing disproportionately affect women more than men. 

Women are more likely to be in need of long-term care. It is women who are 

also providing more care than men do. And it is women who are less able to 

afford care because of gender inequalities accumulated throughout their lives. 
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CONCLUDING REMARKS 

 

These are serious issues to be addressed. The good news is that they are firmly 

high on the agenda of this Commission. We may face serious challenges in the 

area of care, but there are also vital opportunities that we need to grasp. Be it 

in terms of innovation, job creation potential, new technologies, 

intergenerational relations and importantly, in terms of enhancing gender 

equality. After all, care is fundamental to how our society functions – 

economically, structurally, as a community and above all in terms of our 

values. We need to ask ourselves “what is the best care we can provide to 

those in need? And crucially, how do we care for those who provide the 

essential service of care? In essence, this discussion is about the value our 

society places on care. I believe we live in a caring society. We should nurture 

this and seize the opportunity to build and support where possible, in the 

most comprehensive way possible. The European Care Strategy will add a 

much-needed new European dimension to this key part of our lives. I look 

forward to working closely with you on this. 

 

Thank you. 
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