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0.1
The question to whether good relations has to do with gender is highly relevant to the Alliance Party’s position as the most representative party of Northern Ireland society. This applies not just to religion and race, but to gender also – we should not be surprised!
0.2
This paper takes each of the party’s key themes in response to the Programme for Government (from early 2008), to illustrate this point. These are all interlinked – and, in the end, all focus on the Alliance Party’s key objective of a shared, inclusive society.

1.
Tackling Sectarianism/Sectarianism
1.1
The logical progression of this is that we oppose not just intolerance in all their forms, but also exclusion. We should not be surprised that political parties are so unrepresentative of the gender balance in our society when, with the exception of my own, they are also so unrepresentative of the religious balance.

1.2
The Alliance Party seeks to represent Northern Ireland society as it is, in all its strands, and seeks a Northern Ireland comfortable with this. The challenge to get more women involved in politics is similar to getting more women involved in any other walk of life – it cannot progress fully until we get beyond divisive silos. Social inclusion, including along gender lines, is for the benefit of all of us as it adds expertise, skills and ultimately wealth to our society.

2.
Re-balancing the economy
2.1
We chose the phrase ‘re-balancing the economy’ deliberately, as it means not just the balance of public versus private sector, but also the balance of foreign investment versus indigenous business, low-wage versus high-wage – and of course the gender balance within the private sector.

2.2
Again, all of these are linked – we rely on the public sector for employment and particularly for female employment; we rely on promoting foreign investment and the expense of local businesses (many run by women); we rely on low-wage, part-time employment as means of getting women into the workplace without real consideration of the skills they bring; no surprise then, that for example the entire Northern Ireland Manufacturing Focus Group, which campaigned to maintain industrial de-rating, was male. 

On the face of it, we have high female employment rates and reasonable rates of pay for women. Few would doubt, however, that our tendency to divide up our society has led to an imbalance in our economy – including a notable lack of women in top positions.

3.
Delivering integrated and sustainable public services
3.1
Here again we mean ‘sustainable’ not just in the environmental sense, but in a sense which takes account of social change. Public service delivery has to move on from old assumptions of the nuclear family headed by the male, and find new ways to deliver for a new generation. That includes that risk-taking is not confined to business, but should be part of every aspect of our society in order for us to progress – and that risk-taking should not just be confined to men while women are confined to the administrative positions.

4.
Conclusion

4.1
We warmly welcome events such as these – but they are pointless unless the outcomes are put into practice.

4.2
Recent party recruit Andrew Muir pointed out that ‘civil rights’ are no longer so much about Protestant and Catholic, but about integration of all strands of our society – overcoming not just sectarianism, but social exclusion, class divides, and the assumption that certain genders only do certain things.

4.3
That is why tackling gender issues is essential to good relations.
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