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Ladies and Gentlemen,
I am most happy to be here in Hong Kong and to have the opportunity to talk about the Swedish story of advancement in gender equality.  I am also looking forward to hear more about the Hong Kong story on the same subject further on.  I have been to China once, in Beijing in 1995 at the UN conference on women, where the world’s most important document on gender equality was approved, the Beijing Platform for Action.  That document still is a driving force for gender equality, as most nations report regularly to UN on actions undertaken.

Some background facts
First I want to give you some background information about Sweden.  It is a small country with 9 million inhabitants, on 450 000 square km (18 inhabitants/square km compared with 90 in China), located in the north part of the globe, between 55 to 70 degrees north.  The Swedes have been a quite homogeneous nation since long ago but in the last fifteen years the country has received around one million immigrants, mostly refugees from states outside EU.  Today the population especially in the three big capital cities are more diversified.  One third of the population in Stockholm is born outside Sweden.  Still Sweden is a stabile and harmonious society with small differences in income and living conditions between citizens due to the public transferences and the taxation system.

Sweden is a democracy with a representative and parliamentary system with many different political parties, and with local self-government, built on the free formation of opinion and on universal and equal suffrage.  Sweden is also a monarchy and the King or Queen Regnant is head of the state, however without any real power.  The fundamental rights and freedoms of the inhabitants (of expression, information, to assembly, demonstration, association, and worship) are enshrined in the Constitution which states that all public power in Sweden proceeds from the people and is exercised under the law and with respect for the equal worth of all and for the liberty and dignity of the individual.  No Act of law or other statutory instrument may entail the discrimination of any citizen on grounds of sex, unless the relevant provision forms part of efforts to bring about equality between men and women or relates to compulsory military service or any corresponding compulsory national service.  The public administration shall guarantee equal rights to men and women and protect the private and family lives of private citizens.  There are several Parliamentary Ombudsmen with the right to supervise and control the public authorities.  There are free access to all official documents for the press and citizens.

As you can see from the pictures the population consists of equal parts of men and women, and the expected years of living are more for women although the differences are decreasing.  The relation between different ages has changed recently as the population is ageing. With better living conditions the Swedes live longer and another explanation is that the birth rate has gone down.  Today women in general get 1,7 children (same as in China), she is older when she gets the first child, usually around 30 year.  Women want to finish their education and have work and a good economy before getting babies.  But the birth rate is increasing again, following the curves for economic growth.

Gender equality policy

Historical flashback

In Sweden the work for gender equality started a long time ago.  During many hundreds of years women were not entitled to the best paid works in society like trades and commerce, they did not have the right to education and they had to go into nunnery convents to get some education, they were also paid less than men and inherited half of men.  The fathers and the husbands took all the legal decisions concerning women. First in 1845 women and men got equal inheritance rights and women were entitled to some teaching positions.  In 1863 unmarried women attained majority at the age of 25 and first in 1921 married women attained majority at the age of 21.  When I was born in 1949 my mother was still not my legal guardian, first the year after in 1950 both parents was declared a child’s legal guardians.

In the middle of the 19th century Sweden started to become industrialised.  In line with the growth of industry, people abandoned the old artisan and peasant society for employment in factories.  Living conditions were very poor, the work was heavy and dirty and accidents at work common.  Poor women that moved to the cities from the countryside were specifically vulnerable and could easily become single mothers and end up in prostitution.  At the end of the 19th century, against the background of a situation where ordinary people were more vulnerable in society than before, social security began to emerge in form of sick benefit societies and claims for social reforms.  First in 1955 today’s social insurance offices run by the state came into existence.  The welfare system have been of great importance to gender equality.  The social insurance system is related to the individual, and not to the family.  It covers everyone who lives or works in Sweden at every stage of life.  The obligation to pay contributions and taxes brings entitlement to social welfare in form of child allowances, income related sickness benefits (80% of the salary), parental insurance (80% of the salary), pensions (ca 50-70% of salary), work injury insurance and rehabilitation allowances. 

Women in decision-making

Women gained national suffrage in 1921 and today, after the last election now in September 2006, women hold 47 percent of the seats in parliament and correspondently 41 per cent of the ministers in the new government are women.  The social democratic party has governed for many years but today Sweden has a centre-right alliance government, with four political parties cooperating.  It took time to raise the female representation in politics; there has never been any quotation of women but a voluntary demand to have every other name on the voting lists a woman.

There are few women (6%) in the steering committees of private enterprises at the stock market. Only sex women were directors in the 335 enterprises.  Total amount of female management in private companies was 18 per cent in 2000.  Government has an action plan for increasing women in the steering committees of public owned companies.  The target is to get 40% women in the steering committees and in 2001 there were 37% women. Women are directors in 44 per cent of the public authorities in 2002.  The total amount of women in management positions in governmental services is 32 per cent in 2000.

Individual taxation 

In 1971 a tax reform with separate income assessment for wife and husband made it more profitable for women to take a paid work outside the home.  This individualisation of taxes has made women more independent of their husbands and more dependent of a work of their own. 

As a result there are today 76 per cent of the women and 81 per cent of the men in the labour force (2006).  Gainfully employed are 73 per cent women and 78 per cent men in 2006.  All kind of occupations is today open to women, and women can serve as priest and bishops in the Church of Sweden, in military professions, as firemen and as police.

Half of the women with children under 7 years work part time, while only 5 per cent of the men work part time. Instead fathers seem to work more during the time when children are small.  An increasing number of younger women (and men) have been long time ill from work and receive sickness benefits or earlier pensions.  The Government is now trying to get more people back to work by asking the Insurance Offices to scrutinise every case and try to find new jobs for the persons.

The Equal Opportunities Act

In 1980 the Equal Opportunities Act was introduced to prevent discrimination and improve conditions for women in working life.  The different kinds of discrimination are clearly described in the Act.  An Equal Opportunities Ombudsman was appointed to ensure compliance with the act from employers.  If an employee is discriminated against by an employer the employer shall pay damages to the aggrieved person and the contract or decision shall be invalid. According to the Act employers shall also conduct goal-oriented work in order to actively promote equality in working life. All employers with more than 10 employees shall make up an action plan for gender equality in the working place.  They should ensure that working conditions are suitable for both women and men. Employers shall facilitate the combination of gainful employment and parenthood with respect to both female and male employees. And employers shall take measures to forestall and prevent any employee from being subjected to gender-related or sexual harassment.  Every year the employer shall analyse pay differentials between women and men who perform work considered equal or of equal value. Employers shall prepare a plan of action for equal pay and therein report the results of the survey and analysis.  Still today women’s salaries are lower than men’s, in general 80 per cent of men’s.  The difference depends both on the fact that female dominated work is valued less than male dominated, but also on sex discrimination.
It is evidently so that women get lower payment according to sex.  Today women in Sweden are better educated than men, and they are in majority in the universities.  The Equal Opportunities Ombudsman have got a mission this year to scrutinize 10,000 employers plans of action for equal pay. In the nearest years The Equal Opportunities Ombudsman and the other Ombudsmen for respectively discrimination of other ethnic origin, disabled and other sexual disposition will be integrated to a common discrimination authority and the different acts will also be integrated.

Child care

Since the 1960’s, public funded childcare have been developed in different forms and today includes around 84 percent of the children up to 5 years old.  There is a municipal guarantee to the parents that they should get a place for the child in a nursery within six months.  For each child the family get a child benefit from state for 1150 SEK per month.  Single mothers and divorced mothers that do not get child support from the father to the child can get child support by the state.  Since 1974, Sweden also has the world’s most generous parental insurance which allows the mother and the father to share the leave and stay at home for a total of 1½ years (480 days) with 80 per cent of their salary. 60 of the days are reserved for each parent and the rest of the days can be shared equally between both parents.  Today men use 20 percent of the days for which parental allowances are paid. Fathers are specifically entitled to ten-days´ leave on temporary parental benefit in connection with the birth of the child. 

Education

The schools provide free education for girls and boys from 5 to 18 year.  Free lunch is served in the schools, so parents do not have to go home and make lunch like in some other European countries.  The studies at Universities and high schools are also free and the students are offered state loans for their daily living costs.  Both the upper secondary school system and the higher education are still desegregated by sex, there are more boys studying natural sciences and more girls studying in health-related sciences.
Women and men have the same rights to education and today there are more women than men studying at academic level.  Despite of that there are fewer women than men among researchers and teachers at Universities. 

Care of the elderly

In Sweden the old age generation prefer to stay in their homes as long as they can. Therefore health care and social service is provided at home.  There are also special homes for the elderly.  The public care of elderly became necessary in the 1960-70´s when the daughters and sons moved far from home to work in other cities.  Grown up children often move to there own departments when they have finished their education. There is also a great amount of care of elderly carried out by relatives, mostly women.

Men’s violence against women

In 1982 all assault and battery against women even if committed on private property was subject to public prosecution.  In 1998 Sweden adopted a new Act on Violence against women.  Repeated violence, named Gross violation of a woman’s integrity, should be easier to report and the law was sharpened.  There is a National Centre for Women who have been Raped or Abused in Uppsala and there are shelters for women in almost all municipalities.  The shelters are organised by NGOs but supported financially by the Government and the municipalities.  Still violence towards women is a big problem for society, around 22 000 women a year report incidents to the police and around 20 women are killed every year.  There were around 2200 rapes in 2002 and the sexual crimes have increased last years.  A survey showed that nearly half of all women had sometime in her life been victim of violation or sexual harassment.  The Government now prepares an action plan to stop all violation against women, included so-called honour related violence and female circumcision.

In 1999 Sweden got a law prohibiting the purchase of sexual services, which means that men buying sex services are committing a crime under the Penal Code but not the women selling services.  The philosophy behind the Act is that women do not choose this kind of work by free will if they are not in a pressed situation.  The responsibility is laid on men as consumers, and the purpose with the Act is to decrease the market for sexual services.  So called “trafficking” with women and children for sexual purposes is another increasing problem that calls for cooperation between different authorities.  The Government now prepares an action plan to stop trade with women and children for sexual purposes.

Gender equality in Sweden has been enhanced but women and men still do not enjoy equal opportunities.  There are still problems in many fields’ such as men’s violence towards women and girls and the stereotype pictures of women and men in the media.  Mental health among young girls has been changed for the worse compared with boy’s, which indicates their more vulnerable situation in society.  Among women born outside Sweden the degree of gainful employment is 10 percent lower than men. Although women are presented at a high level in the labour market they still make less money than their male colleagues.  Women-dominated occupations are valued less than men-dominated. Although more women hold university degrees than men, a disproportionately small number of women occupy powerful seats in the world of business.  The labour market is still very gender segregated and many women are occupied in the public sector were salaries are lower.  And the proportion of fathers that take out parental allowances could be higher, especially among fathers born outside Sweden.

Statement of Government Policy

In Sweden the Government is now creating a new Ministry for Gender Equality and Integration.  This is the first time Sweden will have a special Ministry for Gender Equality.  At the same time the budget allocation for gender equality has been substantially increased -ten times the amount compared with previous years.

Gender equality was given a high priority in the statement of Government Policy presented to the Swedish Parliament by the Prime Minister in October.  The Government will combat and transform systems that preserve the distribution of power and resources on the basis of gender.  We will have a better society when men and women share power and influence in all aspects of community life.

The Government will present proposals to increase childcare options and allow greater scope for buying services that will make daily life easier (like cleaning, washing, gardening).  Tax cuts on low and normal incomes will give many low-paid women more money to live on. Efforts to prevent and reduce ill health in the public sector where many women work will be intensified.
The Government will provide more scope for individual initiatives and enterprise in the welfare area.  A greater choice of employers will lay the foundation for better working conditions and wage growth in the public sector as well. Opportunities for women to start and run their own business will be improved and obstacles to women’s entrepreneurship will be eliminated.  Women must be able to live their lives free from fear of being exposed to violence and crime. Combating violence in the name of honour and providing support to victims will be a high priority for the Government.  Another field of priority is health issues related to gender.  Resources have been allocated for measures and research that ensure that women are entitled to health care to the same extent and of the same quality as men.

National objectives for gender equality

The Swedish Parliament decided 2006 on new national objectives for gender equality.  The overall objective is that women and men shall have equal power to shape society and their own lives. Four interim objectives were decided at the same time:
–
An equal distribution of power and influence.  Women and men shall have the same rights and opportunities to be active citizens and to shape the conditions of decision-making. 

–
Economic equality between women and men.  Women and men shall have the same opportunities and conditions with regards to education and paid work that provide life long economic independence. 

–
An equal distribution of unpaid care and household work. Women and men shall take the same responsibility for household work and have the same opportunities to give and receive care on equal terms.

–
Men’s violence against women shall come to and end.  Women and men, girls and boys, shall have equal rights and opportunities to physical integrity.

To achieve the objectives for gender equality the Swedish Government, like many other governments in the EU, will implement gender mainstreaming as the main strategy.

The Ministry for Gender Equality shall coordinate the work but all the Ministries should be responsible for gender equality in their political areas.  The Ministry of Industry for example, will allocate SEK 100 million (100 million Swedish kronor) to promote women’s entrepreneurship.  And the Ministry for Justice will produce an action plan to combat men’s violence towards women.

Gender mainstreaming

Gender mainstreaming is the most interesting strategy to reach gender equality and it was introduced in the Beijing platform of action.  The definition presented by the Council of Europe in 1998 is “Gender mainstreaming is the (re) organisation, improvement, development and evaluation of policy processes, so that a gender equality perspective is incorporated in all policies at all levels and at all stages, by the actors normally involved in policy-making.”
The meaning is that all ministries and public authorities should include a gender perspective in their daily work and not only the gender units.  Facilitating conditions for an effective implementation of gender mainstreaming is that there is a clear political will, a specific gender equality policy and strong gender equality machineries, sex-disaggregated statistics which make it possible to conduct gender analyses, knowledge of gender relations, knowledge of the administration, necessary funds and human resources, and participating of women in decision-making bodies. Gender mainstreaming is the strategy to reach the gender equality goals in different policy areas and also to detect gender inequalities in new policy areas.
The methods used are together with sex-disaggregated statistics, gender impact assessment or gender analysis and gender budgeting, which is a form of gender mainstreaming in the budgetary process, to find out what men and women respectively get from the budget and to restructure revenues and expenditures in order to promote equality.

In 1994, gender mainstreaming was adopted by the Parliament as the strategy to be used to implement the national gender equality policy.  Since then all committees of inquiry are required to analyse their proposals from a gender perspective (In the Committees Ordinance).  All statistics referring to individuals are also to be sex disaggregated according to the Statistics Ordinance. 2004 the Government adopted the Plan for Gender Mainstreaming in the Government Offices.  The plan aims to engender the two central decision-making processes in the Government Offices- the legislative process and the budget process.  Gender equality analyses based on sex-disaggregated statistics and the gender equality objectives, are a part of the briefing material produced as a basis for decisions by the government.  The Government’s action plan for gender mainstreaming 2004-2009, which aims to raise the gender knowledge in the Government Offices, will now be developed in order to make the political will clearer and a new structure will be created to pronounce the shared responsibility of the different ministries.  The yearly action plan for gender mainstreaming 2007 will include training in gender equality and gender mainstreaming for all new ministers and political functions.  There will also be mandatory training for all managers as they hold a key function in the implementation process.  The action plan will be sharpened according to the responsibilities for all ministries for producing gender-analysed materials. 

To end up my speech I would like to say that the Swedish model for gender equality is quite unique in the world, as it combines the freedom of choice for the individual and economic independence for both women and men with public services and an insurance system that gives people security in different phases of life.  Therefore both women and men have the possibilities to develop their skills according to interest and to form society and their own lives. 

Thank you for your attention!
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