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Key Note Address 
Welcome – Prof David Farrell (IBIS/UCD) 
Frances Fitzgerald, TD, Minister for Justice and Equality 
 
Frances Fitzgerald’s opening speech highlighted that addressing the issue of 
women’s leadership, or lack of, is part of the boarder context of addressing 
values. By exposing and striving to change existing inequalities is about being 
driven by values.  She stated that the topics of today is a global issue and is an 
issue that needs to be addressed in order to improve the human condition. Every 
person that is held back is a detriment to improvement.  
 
However, as she noted, change in the broader sense, needs to be tackled through 
dialogue, collaboration, learning and coordination across all government 
departments, institutions, and between agencies, both nationally and 
internationally. From this perspective it is necessary to look outside the 
particular local and context, take lessons from other jurisdictions, and also 
incorporate such values into other political contexts. For example she 
highlighted deliberations that address values and inequality also feed into other 
important issues such as we deal with migration or terrorism. She also 
highlighted that this is an issue that feeds into issues of how we can improve 
world institutions and should consider the role that women should play in this 
improvement.  
 
She argued that old thinking needs to be challenged and highlighted the need for 
political space in which deliberations drive new ideas. Initiatives that challenge 
old thinking, such as the Constitutional Convention, need to be taken seriously, 
and from the lessons learned it can be questioned as to how these deliberations 
fit into the political agenda.  
 
The minister commended the conference and she highlighted its contribution to 
promoting equality more generally and its importance in ensuring that all 
sectors of society are represented.  
 

Women’s Leadership in Political and Public Life 
Chair – Prof Elizabeth Meehan (QUB/UCD) 
Speakers: 
Prof Yvonne Galligan (QUB) 
Senator Ivana Bacik (TCD) 
Fiona Buckley (UCC) 
Prof Joan Ballantine (UU) 
 
It was highlighted in this panel that the level of women in government in both 
the North and South is extremely low, way below 30% critical mass. In the South 



there are still only 16% women in the Dail despite this being an all-time high. 
This has not shown much of an increase. In the Senate it fairs better at 30%. In 
the North it has the lowest ratio of women across the UK, with Scotland and 
Wales the highest. This is a problem for democratic accountability and 
democratic representation and that stems from a deep-rooted party culture of 
resistant to women’s participation in both jurisdictions. 
 
A second theme in this panel was the issue of quotas.  In the South it was 
generally agreed that quotas are a positive move.  The threat of a cut of public 
funding by half if parties do not put forward a quota of women candidates has 
led to all parties increasing their female candidacy substantially. This has most 
recently resulted in a quarter of candidates being women (56 out of 214) and has 
brought in a model of equal opportunities to the selection process. However it 
was highlighted that there is a need for parties to manage quotas properly and a 
need for quotas to be sustainable.   
 
It was suggested that in order for quotas to be sustainable there is an argument 
to support the introduction of quotas at the local level. Women are very poorly 
represented at the local level, 21% in the South and 25% in the North – way 
below the EU average of 32%. Local councils can be seen as a root to the National 
level, hence by introducing quotas at the local level this increases a longer term 
flow of women advancing from the local to the national level. 
 
In the North it was outlined that measures to increase women’s participation are 
either through the legislative fast track or through the voluntary party action 
plan. The latter to date has been largely unsuccessful in increasing women 
candidacy due to party selection rules that are largely mediated through party 
culture that tends to favour men. However it is unlikely that any legislative 
gender quota measures will be implemented to in the North as the Assembly 
rules are dictated by Westminster. 
 
However it was argued that attention should be paid to the introduction of 
legally binding candidate selection quotas at the local level, which would lie 
within the remit of the Assembly and within the competence of the Department 
of the Environment. Such a measure would in the long-term be beneficial also at 
the Assembly level by providing a root into the Assembly via local governance.  
 
Some of the negative or problematic elements of quotas were also highlighted. 
Primarily is the issue of institutional layering, which exists between central and 
local level and has exposed the gendered nature of interparty politics. This is that 
there exists the formal requirement of a quota but there are other areas that are 
informal, for example how and where women are placed on party lists – i.e. 
whether it’s a winnable or non-winnable position. There is the issue of a media 
representation of quota women as all women in politics, whilst ignoring merit.  
 
The impact and content of the 2009 Subcommittee on Women’s Participation 
was discussed as being instrumental in the promotion of women’s participation 
in politics and governance and the eventual introduction of the 2012, Section 42 
on quotas for women’s candidacy.  



 
The report highlighted that women’s political participation is beneficial due to:  

 Increasing representative democracy. 
 That there is high public support for it. 
 It increases voter’s choice. 
 That it’s necessary in terms of international obligations. 

 
The key reasons for women’s lack of participation include: 

 Childcare problems 
 Lack of cash 
 Lack of confidence 
 Culture 
 The candidate selection procedures, in other words the process of 

selection can be an obstacle. 
 
It was also highlighted that in women’s leadership in the North there is nowhere 
near a critical mass. This also applies to leadership at on both private and public 
boards. In a recent research project into women’s participation on membership 
it was found that the male/female ratio on executive boards was 60.1/31.9 and 
on non-executive boards was 72/28, giving an overall of 70.8/29.2. Some of the 
reasons for this were found to be: lack of motoring work/life balance, lack of 
flexible hours, lack of monitoring recruitment processes and lack of on-going 
research in the area. It was argues that it would be beneficial to introduce quotas 
for board membership and representation, which could also be a route to 
political participation. 
 

Civic Leaders and the Leadership Pipeline 
Chair: Dr Melanie Hoewer (IBIS, UCD) 
Speakers: 
Suzanne Collins (Women for Election) 
Kate McCullough (N.I. Women’s European Platform) 
Louise Glennon (National Women’s Council of Ireland) 
Grainne McVeigh (Women’s Inspiration Network) 
 
This session highlighted that there have been some achievements for gender 
justice. For example the introduction of quotas, the adoption of a Nation Action 
Plan on UNSCR1325, etc, however it was also highlighted that there are also 
particular challenges and obstacles that women face. Some of these issues were 
highlighted as: 

 Changing of a patriarchal culture 
 That it is not enough for women to be elected but they need to be 

reelected. 
 The climate of conflict not collaboration  
 Government hours to be more consistent with business hours  
 Lack of maternity and paternity leave 

 
Another issue that was highlighted in this section was the problem of women in 
the media. It was noted that women are rarely invited in the media as experts 



and are more frequently shouted down whilst being interviewed. As a result 
women are less likely to be seen as experts. It was argued that a more realistic 
portrayal of women as experts can assist in developing a pipeline for leadership 
roles and build confidence. Other pipelines for women’s leadership roles or 
government roles were identified as board membership, student unions, 
community activism and a particular focus on encouraging young people. 
 
The importance of community leadership as a pipeline for political leadership 
was also highlighted as important. Furthermore, whilst it is important to focus 
on women’s political participation in the local context it is also important at the 
European and international level and to consider this in terms of gender 
obligations. For example as highlighted by the N.I. Women’s European Platform 
these obligations include UNSCR 1325 and the UN convention on the rights of 
women.  
  
There was particularly focus on methods and initiative that encourage and 
inspire women to take on leadership roles. Particular emphasis was placed on 
the need for mentors and role models and the importance and work of some of 
the training initiatives that the panel spoke of. Listed below: 
 
1) Women for Election 
This is Ireland’s first political campaign school that runs a variety of programmes 
that focus on political discussions, community activism, political campaigning  
and creating women’s sustainable networks for politically active women. They 
run tailored workshop and master classes in various locations around the 
country, including in universities and community groups. They have also begun 
to run cross border sessions that take into consideration the unique conflict 
context. In recognizing the rural/urban divide they focus on taking the 
workshops to various areas in the country. The initiatives have seen a great 
success with the majority of those who undertake the course entering into 
political life. 
 
2) N.I. Women’s European Platform  
They highlight three particular elements needed for change: an increase in 
women’s voice, political will and a visible commitment that is comprehensive 
and coherent.  
 
They run the LEAD programme which provides training on: leadership, equality, 
democratic programming, advocacy and coalition building. Also it explores way 
to address the lack of political will. 
 
3) Women’s Inspiration Network 
WINET is a group of individuals who work to promote women’s leadership 
across sectors. They look specifically at Women on boards, Women in media, 
Engaging Young Women, Role Modeling/Monitoring. 
 
In working with women to enter onto boards, they help women to become more 
aware of the application process through mentoring and helping with job 
applications. They identify opportunities for women that they are working with 



and provide coaching and training in regard to the specific interview techniques. 
They also create pathways by working with school governors, small charities, 
social enterprises, community interest companies, credit unions, regional or 
small public sector boards, large public sector boards and public companies.  
 

Political Leadership 
Chair: Bronagh Hinds (DemocraShe/IBIS) 
Speakers: 
Caitriona Ruane, MLA (Sinn Féin) 
Paula Bradley, MLA (Democratic Unionist Party) 
Senator Averil Power 
Senator Kathyrn Reilly (Sinn Féin) 
Mary Mitchell-O’Connor, TD (Fine Gael) 
 
This session allowed female members of government from both jurisdictions the 
chance to share their experiences with each other and the audience members.  
 
It was highlighted that being a women in politics frequently means being the 
only woman in the room. This, it was noted, is not only a model of total 
inequality by it also restricts creativity. There is greater creativity when there is 
greater diversity in the room. It was also highlighted that women tend to take a 
less aggressive approach, more collaborative rather than based on conflict. Thus 
a greater involvement of women develops a more creative dynamic and women 
tend to be at the core of shared spaces. Paula Brady and Caitriona Ruane gave an 
insight into the ARC, how, despite ideological difference they were able to work 
creatively on the development of the report which produced 29 
recommendations. Collaboration on the report demonstrated the need for cross 
party dialogue and in Northern Ireland a women’s caucus was recommended for 
the future. 
 
Another issue was raised that it is not women as a homogenous group that 
should have greater participation but it is also necessary to include greater 
socio-economic diversity. This is something that needs to be addressed through 
addressing access to education and through some of the initiatives highlighted in 
the second panel. Furthermore it should not be presumed that all men are anti-
women’s participation. There are many pro-feminist men who are important for 
women to work with.  There are also very conservative women. However there 
are also many men that find it difficult to work with women. This it was argue 
stems very much from a patriarchal culture, for which it was the general 
consensus that quotas have an important role to play in changing that culture.  
Again an important issue raised was the issue of how women politicians are 
portrayed in the media. Frequently there is a focus on appearance rather than 
what is being said. Furthermore it was argued that parties frequently fail to put 
women forward for media interviews, often ignoring their expertise. Women 
tend to do a huge amount behind the scenes but the public faces tend to be men. 
 
Most members of the panel highlighted that politics is generally frustrating and 
from a gender perspective, despite the introduction of quotas, it was questioned 
as to how much parties take them seriously. It is all very well putting women on 



the list, however if they are not elected then nothing changes and can actually be 
counterproductive. Some parties will have a problem electing as they didn’t have 
women elected in the locals. However was highlighted that it is important for 
parties to understand that it is in their interest to put women forward for 
election in that it helps to win seats. The party whip, it was highlighted, is also 
important for maintaining gender obligations.  
 
As highlighted in other panels, issues such as the long, irregular and 
unpredictable working hours often create difficulties for women in terms of 
childcare and family life. This of course is also an issue for men, especially as 
there are now more men with young children in the Dail. It was argued that it is 
necessary to bring political life more in line with business hours, by being more 
organized in terms of timings of the passing of legislation. 
 
A further issue raised was that gaining respect is even more difficult for younger 
women. As 26 year Kathyrn Reilly highlighted, despite going through three 
selection conventions she is frequently patronized often not taken seriously or 
placed as the token ‘wee girl’, or the subject of gossip. In her final convention she 
noted that had it not been for the quotas her seat would have been contested.  
 

Conclusion 
 
1) The general consensus was that National level quotas in the South are 
definitely positive, although it was recommended that these quotas should be 
extended to the local level in both the North and the South, and also it would be 
beneficial to extend them to boards. 
 
2) Parties need to take quotas more seriously and understand the benefits to 
increasing women’s participation. This means changing party rules and culture. 
Both women and men need to work to make this change. 
 
3) Important lessons can be taken for other jurisdictions that have a better 
record of gender parity leadership positions. 
 
4) Training and mentoring initiative are vital pipelines for increasing women’s 
political participation. 
 
5) The media needs to be challenged in its portrayal of women in governance but 
parties have a role to play here in putting women forward as expertise. 
 
6) Interparty and interagency dialogue is vital for the promotion of women in 
governance. 
 
 


