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Summary of Conference 

The Women at the Cutting Edge conference, in the Riddel Hall at Queen’s University, 

attracted people from women’s centres, women’s organisations, the trade union 

movement and other community organisations.  

Organised by Reclaim the Agenda, the issue under the spotlight was the impact of 

the spending cuts on women’s community and voluntary organisations in Northern 

Ireland. The conference dealt with two reports the first related to Peace Building in 

the Women’s Sector in Northern Ireland, produced by the Institute for Conflict Re-

search which was introduced by one of the authors, Claire Pierson from University of 

Manchester. The second paper was Women at the Cutting Edge, produced by Wom-

en’s Resource and Development Agency and introduced by Women’s Sector Lobby-

ist Kellie Turtle. 

This second report dealt with the cuts that have been taking place across Northern 

Ireland and the impact that it is having on the organisations serving women in our 

communities. The research conducted highlights the rising demand for services 

alongside continuing reductions in resources which is leaving many women’s organi-

sations struggling to survive.  
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The report disputes the Executive’s claims that 

there is no alternative to the funding cuts and 

suggests that it is economic policy, rather than 

economic necessity, which is driving the spending 

decisions of Departments. It goes on to outline 

the services that women’s organisations provide, 

the pressures that are being experienced to keep-

ing employing staff without adequate resources 

and the effect that the “austerity agenda” is hav-

ing on women and their families. This has created 

a crisis situation where women need more help in 

the form of support, education and advice, but 

while women’s groups continue to meet these 

needs without adequate resources the Executive can continue to undervalue the contribu-

tion we make. 

Guest speakers who addressed the conference continued these themes. Clare Bailey MLA, 

drew attention to a number of organisations that are closing down, with one of the few 

that specialised in giving single parents support, Gingerbread, having closed its doors. 

Professor Eileen Evason spoke of the work that she has carried out for the NI Executive, on 

mitigating the negative impact of Welfare Reform. She pointed out that the proposals cur-

rently being legislated for cover a four year period and will be reviewed in three years’ 

time with opportunities for women’s organisations to provide feedback. 

Dawn Purvis shared her reflections on how best to engage with political representatives in 

seeking to achieve progress for women. Patricia McKeown gave examples of women build-

ing protest movements together and encouraged the conference to pursue small steps to-

wards big goals. Evelyn Collins shared the Equality Commission’s priorities for gender 

equality based on their research and ongoing case work.  Finally, Gemma Hutton, local co-

median and LGBT activist, helped us stay focused on the positive during some challenging 

discussions. 
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Emerging Themes from Table  

Discussions 

 

Following the presentations and an outline of the Women at the Cutting Edge research 

paper, conference participants had roundtable discussions.  

 

 

 

Policy, Economics and Austerity 

Caring, Choice and Equality 

Respect for Women’s Organisations 

Organising as a Movement for Change 

Four Themes 
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» Gender budgeting and equality screening of all spending decisions or policies must be 

undertaken. 

» In research and policy in NI women and girls’ experiences are not the norm and are 

often not visible. 

» The continuing impact of welfare cuts and austerity cause concern as NI policy makers 

attempt to copy the UK model. 

» Public sector jobs that are dominated by women such as nursing and teaching are 

those which are currently being hit hard with budget cuts. 

» Tax credits system means that women on low wages feel trapped because they will 

lose tax credits if they go into living wage jobs.  

» Increasing casualisation and insecurity in the workplace has pushed some women out 

of work and led to more discrimination. 

» There is a different approach to accountability for money spent in the women’s sector 

compared to the private sector subsidies given out by Invest NI. Companies often spend 

this money and then receive further handouts. 

» End the practice of sending back departmental underspends to the treasury – this 

money should be spent on women. 

» We want more political representation but women in power don’t always stand for 

equality. For example Arlene Foster wants to limit the power of the Equality Commission. 

Policy, Economics and Austerity 
Theme One 
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» Childcare is a key campaign that people should organise around. Focus on the afforda-

bility and accessibility of childcare but also how women childcare workers are treated and 

paid. 

» Stormont Ministers have let us down on the childcare strategy. 

» Bringing in universal credit measures that force women with young children back into 

work after the 1st year without the same childcare provision that exists in GB is unfair. 

» Pressure on families to have 2 wages is increasing as childcare costs are also increasing. 

» Women still have very limited abortion access so poorer women can’t make the same 

choices about unexpected pregnancies as more well-off women. 

» Ageing population also puts more pressure on women in unpaid caring roles in the 

family. 

» Women’s mental health is not being addressed (e.g. lack of post-natal mental health 

services, impact of poverty on mental health). Women who are struggling most are also 

those facing the most barriers to speaking out. 

Caring, Choice and Equality 

Theme Two 
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» Women’s organisations provide essential safe space. When women are expected to 

engage with peacebuilding, tackling paramilitarism and intimidation these safe spaces 

should be protected. Women’s voices are already being marginalised in interface areas. 

» There needs to be a commitment to longer term funding of women’s organisations 

for periods of at least 3 years. There should be an end to stop gap, emergency or short 

term funding. Women’s organisations should be recognised as delivery partners in the 

Programme for Government. 

» Women are taken for granted and our contributions are exploited because we will 

continue to do what we do even in difficult circumstances.  

» Although we recognise the situation described in the research and case studies, the 

size of the cuts across the sector is surprising. 

» Women’s organisations can become victims of our own success if we engage in social 

economy enterprises. This can lead to a reduction in core funds, but it isn’t always sta-

ble. 

» The more we do for nothing the more we are expected to do for nothing.  

» Our demands often fail to hit the mark with decision-makers. We need to position 

ourselves more strongly and provide more resistance.  

Respect for Women’s Organisations 

Theme Three 
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» Time to make a shift towards calling ourselves the women’s movement, not the women’s 

sector. 

» Communication outside of the sector is key to building a women’s movement. Make it 

inclusive to grassroots women, using the media more effectively and providing training to 

build capacity. 

» Motivate more women to get involved through sharing personal stories of how women 

have been impacted by austerity and cuts to services. 

» Strength in numbers is more important than ever. Find ways to work together, not in 

silos and look at cross-cutting issues like mental health. 

» Women in Iceland building a women’s strike is a very inspiring movement. 

» Diversity of women needs to be respected and catered for in policy and programming.  

» Where there are fractures in the movement those have to be addressed to move for-

ward. 

» Listen to young women building their own movements around priorities like violence 

against women and abortion access. 

Organising as a Movement for Change 

Theme Four 
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3 Key Demands: It’s time to  

COMMIT to WOMEN! 

1. Commit to women’s equality in law and policy and protecting women’s rights. 

2. Commit to eliminating the disadvantage women experience due to pregnancy and 

caring responsibilities. 

3. Commit to sustainable partnership working with women’s organisations. 

#Time2Commit 
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Commit to women’s equality in 

law and policy and protecting  

women’s rights 

DEMAND ONE 
      »  We want a renewed Gender Equality Strategy that places central importance on 

closing the equality gap between women and men. As the Executive develops its new 

Programme for Government and the Department for Communities works on a Social 

Strategy, we are not prepared to wait for gender equality to be given the attention it re-

quires.  

 

      » All Executive departments should take gender inequality and human rights obliga-

tions into account when agreeing budgets and all funding cuts should be screened for 

adverse impacts on women. 

 

      » Executive strategies that have a particular impact on women must be adequately re-

sourced in order to achieve real outcomes. Without assigning budgets, outcomes, action 

plans, timelines, and monitoring frameworks these strategies are little more than token-

istic. 
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Publish the Gender Equality Strategy for consultation 

Keep the Gender Equality Statistics Update until an alternative method for 

monitoring gender equality has been developed 

Support the introduction of legislation that protects women from gender 

based violence 

Adopt gender-sensitive budgeting and provide evidence of equality im-

pact assessment of all spending cuts 

Appoint a Women’s Commissioner to hold the Executive to account for 

gender equality 

IMMEDIATE 

Long-Term 
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Commit to eliminating the  

disadvantage women experience 

due to pregnancy and caring  

responsibilities 

DEMAND TWO 
 

     » The delay in publishing a childcare strategy is unacceptable. As the consultation 

closed in November 2016 we want to see a strategy for affordable, accessible childcare 

published immediately with meaningful investment in developing the childcare work-

force. 

 

     » Women who carry out the majority of unpaid caring work are not having their con-

tribution to society properly recognised. The Executive should stop classifying those 

women as ‘economically inactive’ and restricting their access to financial support. 

Measures to tackle the gender pay gap should address the impact of unpaid work on 

women’s earning potential. 

 

     » The restrictive abortion law in Northern Ireland particularly disadvantages women 

from poorer socio-economic groups. The NI Assembly should not continue to uphold a 

framework where only women who can afford to travel and pay for private healthcare 

can choose to end an unwanted pregnancy. 
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Publish the Childcare Strategy immediately and outline the resource  

commitment 

Reverse punitive welfare cuts and tax credit changes affecting low in-

come parents and count unpaid caring work towards GDP 

Produce an action plan to close the gender pay gap including a commitment 

to a living wage for all women workers 

Develop a budget that values care and invests in public services 

End the criminalisation of women seeking abortions and ensure all wom-

en can have equal access to choices when facing unwanted pregnancies 

IMMEDIATE 

 Long-Term 
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 Commit to sustainable partnership 

working with women’s  

organisations 

DEMAND THREE 
 

     » Women’s organisations deliver essential support services to women that tackle disad-

vantage and promote community safety and cohesion. While demand for these services, 

including statutory referrals, is increasing funding is being cut. 

 

      » We cannot continue to meet the needs of women and tackle gender inequality in 

grassroots communities without a commitment from the Executive to fund core costs. 

Sustainability can only be achieved with meaningful support spanning at least 3 years and 

an end to stop gap or emergency funding. 

 

      » Women’s voices have to be heard in Executive and Local Government planning pro-

cesses and women should not have to fight for a place at the table. Peace-building initia-

tives should include women’s organisations and address gender inequality as it is a key 

determinant of lasting conflict transformation. 
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Address the funding crisis in the women’s sector with financial commit-

ments in the 2017/18 budget 

Build the work of women’s organisations into the delivery plans for the 

Programme for Government 

Develop sustainability plans with women’s organisations built on a recog-

nition of their expertise in delivering services with women 

IMMEDIATE 

Long-Term 

Ensure the security of organisations working to support women who 

have experienced gender based violence 

Embed the principles of UN Security Council Resolution 1325 on Women, 

Peace and Security in all work on peacebuilding and  addressing legacy 

issues 
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How will we take these demands forward? 

» Direct action – Iceland and the women’s strike, Poland, wearing black to show solidar-

ity. Building up the confidence of women to get involved by gradually increasing the ac-

tions. Recognise women are responsible for protecting their families and may be experi-

encing fear from within community. Think big and take small steps towards it together 

» Build partnerships with the trade union movement on shared issues, will help to in-

crease the visibility of the women’s movement and take pressure off women’s organisa-

tions who have fears about funding 

» Strengthen links with the statutory sector 

» Increase awareness of politicians and officials regarding women and inequality 

» Seek commitment from all elected representatives to support the key asks 

» Highlight the Executive’s accountability under CEDAW 

» Collective working – women’s movement should take on different but complimentary 

roles in order to make the most of our resources, not working competitively because of 

funding 

» Use the media (including social media) more proactively to raise awareness of ine-

quality 

 Personal stories gathered through our contacts 

 Grassroots women sharing stories that other women can identify with 

 Attracting and motivating more women to be active  

» Start calling ourselves a ‘movement’ again rather than a ‘sector’! 
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Summary of Event Evaluations 

Q1. Did you enjoy the event? 

Q2. What do you think you got from this event? 
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Q4: What did you like best about today?  

The table/group discussions; it was an opportunity for us to speak freely, a time to re-

flect, an opportunity to meet like-minded people and focus on solutions.   

The Speakers - Sound knowledge and from a good range of backgrounds. The Speakers 

Gemma Hutton, Patricia McKeown and Kellie Turtle were “inspiring, informative, engag-

ing”  

 

Q5: What do you think we could do better?  

» Follow it up, more events for women  

» More interaction, less listening  

» Mix the tables more for discussions  

» Coffee breaks, finish at 2pm   

» PowerPoint presentations (maybe with infographics)   

» Circulate details of the event more widely to include the statutory sector  

» Balanced speakers who don’t have anti-government agendas   

» Discussions are better in the afternoon   
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Q3. Did you find today interesting? 



 21 

 21 

2

10

70

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80

Not at all

More than less

Acceptable

Quite good

Very good

2

20

60

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70

Not at all

More than less

Acceptable

Quite good

Very good

Q6. How appropriate was the content of the conference?  

Q7. How appropriate was the content to your needs? 
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Q8: What issues would you like RTA to explore at future Conferences?  

Most of our participants would like to follow this issue on funding cuts and sustaina-

bility of the women’s sector.  The participants would like to see the results/ report 

from conference.  There was an interest in case studies on implementation of wel-

fare cuts and the impacts on individual women. Other topics suggested were abor-

tion, poverty, gender discrimination and how we can use the media to keep women’s 

issues in the headlines. One participant was interested in an event to encourage 

women to participate in the elections.    
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Q9. How did you find today’s meeting space? 
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Q10: Any further comments/suggestions?   

The participants made the following positive comments:  

“We need more of these conferences that we can grow and get more in-

volved.”  

“Informative and an inspiring day”  

“Lovely venue”  

“Good range of speaker”                                                                       

“Enjoyable comedy”  

“Very well done to the organisers fantastic conference”   

Negative comments/critique:  

“An earlier coffee break”  
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#Time2Commit 


