Simon Hughes MP

Before considering positive or affirmative action we first need to eliminate negative discrimination. I do not believe there is direct discrimination in the party selection processes but we must be careful to avoid imposing requirements for candidates which indirectly discriminate against women who are more likely to have caring commitments.  I have always supported positive action to tackle gender inequality and the under representation of women in politics.  For example, I supported the “zipping” (alternating of male and female) of the lists for the 1999 European Elections which was both popular in the party and led to 50% of Liberal Democrat MEPs being women.  The kick start that provided meant that parity was maintained without the need for such action in 2004.  However in 2001, the party democratically decided not to use all women shortlists in a proportion of target seats, but instead to institute a series of initiatives to encourage and support women to stand for selection, under the auspices of the Gender Balance Task Force, so ably chaired by Sandra Gidley.  I have actively supported many of the initiatives they have come up with and have a proven record of supporting women to stand in the party.   The issue of supporting women as candidates is not just about improving the number of female MPs in Westminster but also about increasing the number of councillors in local authorities across the country.  Many Liberal Democrat MPs, both female and male, have started as local councillors.  

Over the past 20 years, I have campaigned up and down the country for our women candidates in an effort to get as many as possible elected, either to Parliament or to Local Councils.  In the six weeks prior to the General Election 2005 alone, I supported the election campaigns of Jody Dunn in Hartlepool; Nicola Davies in Birmingham Hodge Hill; Jenny Willott in Cardiff Central;   Lynne Featherstone in Hornsey & Wood Green; Emily Gasson in North Dorset; Annette Brooke in Mid Dorset & North Poole; Anne Lee in Woking; Sal Brinton in Watford; Patsy Calton in Cheadle; Sue Doughty in Guildford; Laura Willoughby in Islington and Julia Goldsworthy in Falmouth & Camborne.  

I remain committed to the GBTF initiatives and am pleased that they have been so successful. There has been steady progress.  However, if elected, after the May elections I will call a special meeting of all our elected British parliamentarians to agree new initiatives significantly to increase women candidates in winnable seats at the next election.  If necessary, proposals will be taken to conference to agree this.  The representation of women appointed to unelected ‘quangos’ is still very low and has not improved anywhere near enough under Labour for all their talk.   There is no reason why - when there are sufficient qualified women who apply - appointed bodies should not have at least 40% representation of each gender.

Guess who under Labour is the only unpaid minister?  Answer: she’s the Minister for Women.  That is typical of Labour’s approach.   Under my leadership there will be a Shadow Cabinet post for women and equalities, instead of splitting the various strands under different spokespersons.  

Women live longer than men (generally) and women’s pensions are much worse than men’s – so pensioner poverty is a women’s issue.  It is unacceptable that of the 2.2 million pensioners estimated to be living in poverty in this country, two thirds of them are women.  As then Shadow Secretary for Work and Pensions, Steve Webb MP, who is supporting my campaign, wrote the last GE pensions policy which introduced the Citizen’s Pension – a pension for all citizens, with entitlement based on residency in Britain, not the number of years contributions paid in through work.  This would dramatically reduce the number of elderly women living in poverty and would drastically counter the unfairness embedded in the pensions system for so long.  We have to make pensions fairer and be absolutely honest and upfront about the cost, and how we will meet it – by fairer taxation if necessary.  

While some argue – egged on by right wing commentators - that we should be abandoning our policies on free long term (personal) care and the abolition of tuition fees, I believe that these are not only right in principle and fair in practice but that they will also tackle two great burdens - of care and debt - that fall harder on women than on men.   Research (by the EOC) shows that female graduates still earn on average 15% less than their male counterparts at age 24.  Under Labour’s policies – now backed by the Tories – women will stay in greater debt for longer.  It would be madness for us to join the Labour/Tory “consensus” on this. 

