What has membership of the EU done for women?
Seminar in Taunton on 17th May hosted by Unison in conjunction with SWTUC and Fair Play South West (an organisation campaigning for economic and social equality for women in the South West).
Special guest Clare Moody MEP

This women’s meeting was well attended by TU and Fair Play SW activists. The main panel consisted of Vicky Boroughs, representing Fair Play South West, (but also Regional Women’s and Equalities’ Officer for UNISON SW), Philippa Hogan, NUT and Clare Moody MEP.
Vicky opened by welcoming and introducing guests and sisters then handed over to Clare to address the seminar.
Clare was elected as an MEP in May 2014, and prior to that worked for Unite for over 20 years.

Clare explained that on numerous occasions as a Unite case worker, she relied on European legislation to assist with equality and representation of members – emphasising that equality is a guiding principle within the EU.

Clare gave a number of examples including:

· Part-time women workers in the banking industry had to take their case to the European Court of Justice to be included in their organisational pension scheme.
· Women workers in the banking industry again, used European H&S legislation to force the then Midland bank to recognise their RSI caused by cheque processing.

· Protection/provision of maternity rights.  (Including the right to return to work in the same position on the same pay)

Clare warned against the common misconception that now women have these rights ‘no-one can take them away’.  Look what has happened since 2010, in particular the cost to an individual of taking their employer to an Employment Tribunal (£1250) and of course the horrific consequences of the TU Bill (Act).
Clare believes that the rights we have fought for and secured, need to be anchored at a European level, and that we still have a significant fight on our hands.

She is part of the campaign to get the pregnant workers directive back on the table and is also promoting the need to maintain a ‘quota’ of women at boardroom level, and raise the awareness of the positive cultural impact this would have.

At this point several handouts were distributed – links below, and each table was invited to discuss their views prior to a plenary session.

 https://www.tuc.org.uk/sites/default/files/migration-and-the-south-west-report_0.pdf
http://strongerunions.org/2016/02/25/10-workers-rights-brexit-would-risk/
https://www.tuc.org.uk/sites/default/files/WomenandEU.pdf
http://strongerunions.org/2016/02/21/eu-referendum-campaign-begins-lets-put-workers-first/
Plenary session

Clare took a number of questions from the floor covering a variety of different topics including:

Tampon tax – although reduced by Labour government in 2002 from 17.5% to 5%, not all of the reduction was passed on to women by the manufacturers. There is currently a review at EU level of this taxation which the current govt are in a position to engage with, but to date they have declined to participate.

Bureaucracy – do the bureaucratic excesses outweigh the benefits?  There are 28 member states, so in reality the EU is probably not as bureaucratic as a local town council. However, there does need to be a way to simplify access to EU funds. The actual levels of fraud within the EU is less on average than national parliaments, but although there needs to be a paper trail for the authorising criteria required for funding requests, this process could most certainly be less burdensome.

Clare went on to explain that countries from just outside of the EU  - Armenia, Georgia, Ukraine, Belarus, Azerbaijan and Moldova aspire to achieve some of our EU rights, such as lower prison populations; organised trade unions; gender equality; domestic abuse legislation; International aid work to name a few. 
DAPHNE programme - women are seeing the worst results of austerity, but the EU is still providing funding at the same level.  There is recognition that if women are enabled, there is a huge positive difference to the economy.  The priority of the proposed ‘pregnant workers directive’ is pay, along with underpinning protection rights during and after maternity leave.

Reactionary responses – we need to be acutely aware that other countries are watching this referendum very closely and will react depending on the outcome.  There is a worrying prospect of the rising of the far right if Britain leaves the EU – the recent Austrian presidential election is a prime example.

Information – there is an urgent need for information for the electorate.  The average person on the street really doesn’t understand the 2 sides of the argument. It was suggested to Clare that the ‘stay in’ campaigners need to share their arguments more widely

Single European state – is this what the EU really wants. EU was NOT started for trade, but created by a group of men following 2 world wars.  We are currently living in the longest period of peace within Europe and the EU has contributed massively to that. The EU has also assisted and supported peace processes within war torn countries in Europe, in the main via culture!  There are 3 main players in the EU – Germany, France and the UK.  We are a major force  within the EU.  With regards to democracy/sovereignty, we need access to the single market and need to remember that companies cross borders all the time i.e. earning/trading in one country and banking in another, also global warning has no boundaries  - the EU has been instrumental in controlling both of these issues. Clare’s view is that we will not be as successful ruling ourselves as we would as a fundamental part of the EU.  Good example of this is Murdoch, he more or less rules Downing Street, but when he tries it on in Brussels, he is ignored.
Vetting & barring – case of teacher who successfully used EU legislation to keep her job following result of UK vetting and barring rules which affected her because of something a relative had done many years earlier.

Gender mainstreaming – supported by the EU
Fishing/farming/tourism – crucial in both Wales and the South West.  All of these professions have been assisted by EU policies and funding streams. France only lifted their ban on British meat (BSE crisis) following EU directive. 
What does ‘leave’ look like – How does leaving the EU actually make any of this any better? Reminder that because of the EU workers are entitled to 4 weeks paid annual leave and additional public holidays – do we really want to align ourselves to the US models for workers terms and conditions, health and safety etc?  Also need to bear in mind how agency workers’ models might look – within the EU we are working to avoid undermining/undercutting full-time workers, but at the same time not exploit agency workers with zero hours contracts for example.
Immigration – This topic was only really touched on, but it was recognised that the majority of refugees are women and children and not terrorists!

Vicky Boroughs summed up the meeting and encouraged participants to assist with distribution of information to our women’s networks, particularly isolated women such as disabled, LGBT, rural etc.  Suggestion to watch the Patrick Stewart video ‘What has the EU done for us?’ 

https://www.theguardian.com/culture/video/2016/apr/25/patrick-stewart-sketch-what-has-the-echr-ever-done-for-us-video
