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1.0 Introduction and context

UNISON is the leading trade union in Northern Ireland (NI), representing over 40,000 members, and is the largest trade union in the UK with over 1.3 million members.  Our membership includes public service workers in health and social care; the education and higher education services; local government; youth justice; private companies providing public services; and the community and voluntary sector.  84% of our membership in Northern Ireland are women. 
2.0 COMMENTS ON EUROPEAN SOCIAL FUND Call 2
UNISON were dismayed when the decision was made in Call 1 of the European Social Fund (ESF) to restrict community based education providers from delivering ESF funded projects above level one. UNISON firmly believes that community based providers, and in particular, Women’s Centres should not be restricted to offering ESF funded projects to just Level 1.  This has had a huge impact on community based providers of adult learning but in particular this has adversely impacted women and in turn, Women’s Organisations. 
Women experience a number of barriers to participating in formal education environments that are addressed by community based women’s organisations. 

For example:
· Childcare: provision of free childcare on-site is for many women the key factor in making the learning opportunity accessible to them.
· Mental health: women’s centres operate from a holistic approach and provide peer support, advice services and often counselling on-site.  Without this wrap-around support many women would not be able to participate in education due to mental health problems.
· Safety: male violence against women is still at epidemic levels in our society. With a prevalence rate of 1 in 5 women having experienced domestic or sexual violence, the impact of being able to learn safely in a women-only environment cannot be underestimated.
· Confidence: while social disadvantage is connected to lower confidence and educational attainment regardless of gender, women’s experiences of this are also tied up with sexist stereotyping, the restrictions on their life choices due to pregnancy and caring responsibilities and a lack of role models in public life. Women’s centres tackle this through holistic support, addressing women’s practical needs and taking a rights-based approach that engages and empowers women as decision makers.

The Women’s Resource and Development Agency (WRDA) in a 2016 report on women only services summarised the key benefits of women’s organisations. The full report is available here: http://www.wrda.net/pdf/wrda_womenonlyservices_web.pdf
In 2017 WRDA consulted women across Belfast on their experiences of community based learning in women’s organisations in order to feed into the Belfast City Council’s first Community Plan.  This engagement proved what the womens’ sector knew, which was that removing the progression pathway from Level 1 to Level 2 has had a negative impact on the levels of participation and retention for women in disadvantaged communities returning to education.
During Call 1 of the ESF programme, women’s organisations demonstrated the barriers women face to entering formal educational settings after Level 1 and this was not taken on board by the Department for Employment and Learning.  The section 75 equality duty was also bypassed in this process and the decision to restrict ESF funding was not equality screened or equality impact assessed.  If this had been done there would have been a clear indication that women’s centres should continue to be funded in providing Level 1 and above. 
We are now seeing the consequences of that restriction for the women who use these services.  If the Northern Ireland Executive is serious about tackling economic inactivity and prioritises those with caring responsibilities, particularly single parents, as the draft Programme for Government suggests, then it is important to listen to this evidence. Women’s participation in training for employment will decrease if the Level 1 restriction remains, particularly in those disadvantaged communities where economic inactivity is at its highest. 
Additionally, the instability this decision has brought to community based women’s organisations has had a devastating impact on their sustainability and their capacity to deliver other essential training and education.  The risk of losing this vital route into learning entirely would be disastrous for women and for the Executive’s goals around reducing economic inactivity.
We urge the Department for the Economy to lift the restriction on women’s organisations for ESF in Call 2.  UNISON would also expect any changes or revisions to the ESF policy to be properly equality screened under the statutory equality duty framework at the earliest possible opportunity. 
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