





Introduction & Background

Issues that affect women in rural areas
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SWC recommendations



The purpose of the Scottish Women’s Convention (SWC) is to communicate and consult with
women in Scotland to influence public policy. Through the Convention’s policy work, round
table and celebratory events the SWC strives to have contact with women and relevant
organisations. The SWC aims to provide an effective way of consulting with a diverse range of
women in Scotland.

The Scottish Women’s Convention has a network of over 300,000 women from relevant
organisations throughout Scotland.

Since 2007 the SWC have undertaken a series of “Roadshows” across Scotland to consult and
engage with women in order to draw together their views and comments on issues of concern in
contemporary Scottish life. These are presented to relevant policy makers, interested parties
and also made available to our wider network. The response from the women we have met has
been enthusiastic and SWC recommendations are delivered to appropriate decision making
bodies on behalf of the women who have taken part.

The SWC Roadshows have proven to be a popular and effective way to reach a large and
diverse population of women who might otherwise have no opportunity to present their opinions
or concerns.

The SWC visit to Galashiels took place at the Abbotsford Arms Hotel on Friday 15" May
20009.

Thirty women registered for the event. The format for discussion was centred on aspects of rural
living for women in the Scottish Borders.

The SWC would like to thank the women who attended the event for their contributions and for
the warm welcome we received.



Area: The Scottish Borders has an area of 4727 square kilometres. It stretches from the
English border to the outskirts of Edinburgh. It is the sixth largest local authority area in
Scotland.

Population density: The Scottish Borders has 24 persons per square kilometre, compared to
66 persons per square kilometre for Scotland. It is the seventh least densely populated local
authority.

Population: The number of people in the Scottish Borders was estimated to be 111,430 on 30
June 2007. Half of the population lives in the main towns of Hawick, Galashiels, Peebles, Kelso
Selkirk and Jedburgh.

Transport: The region has no working railway stations or commercial airports. The main roads
to and from the region are:

e The A1, which runs along the east coast from London to Edinburgh passing near
Eyemouth.

e The A7 which runs north to south from Edinburgh to Carlisle and the M6; passing
through Galashiels, Selkirk and Hawick.

e TheA68 running from Darlington to Edinburgh; passing through Jedburgh, Newtown St.
Boswells, Earlston and Lauder.

e The A72, which runs east to west from Galashiels to Hamilton; passing through
Innerleithen and Peebles

Employment: The economy of the area has evolved from agriculture, fishing and textiles.
Borders economy has had to deal with a number of issues in the last few years for example, the
decline of the textile industry, the collapse of the electronics sector and the impact of foot and
mouth disease crisis on farming and tourism. Statistic show the population is employed in three
main sectors — Public Administration, Education and Health (32.1%); Distribution, hotels and
restaurants (21.8%); manufacturing (14.3%)

Information from Scottish Government — People and Society 2009/ Scottish Census Results Online/ Scottish Borders Council






Issues of concern for women in the Scottish Borders — The response from the women
clearly indicated that a number of public and private service provider decisions can have a
substantially negative effect on their daily lives. These deficits can worsen conditions of social
isolation and economic deprivation and reduce opportunities for women.

Transport In the Scottish Borders, as in other rural areas visited by the SWC, the cost and
availability of transport was singled out as a provision that can determine how significant
disadvantage is in the lives of the women living there. Those attending the Galashiels event
indicated public transport provision is not adequate, with reliability, cost, and a lack of
integration between services being the most common complaints. The impact this has on
women should not be underestimated particularly in relation to educational opportunity,
employment and work/family life balance.

Extended travel to places such as Edinburgh to increase exposure to a wider job pool and
improved salary rates can be time consuming and difficult due to travel services which are not
harmonised in either timetabling or onward fare outlays. Peak time travel was considered
prohibitively expensive and services out with peak times sporadic, especially to outlying areas,
this additionally reduces flexible working opportunities for women.

It was confirmed Borders College facilities were a welcome educational provision in the region.
Participants advised however that women in the lowest income deciles and residing in more
remote rural communities can be unintentionally excluded from aspirations of educational
advancement due to the absence of public transport or due to the cost of the commute.

Recent initiatives to encourage local car pools were considered a positive development.
Nonetheless, it was felt it will only have limited benefit for women who often do not have a
straight A to B journeys. For example diversions are frequently required for childcare needs.
The part-time, or shift work nature of many jobs nowadays also restricts participation in these
initiatives.

For all or some of the above reasons it became clear that a reliance on private transport was
vital to maximise opportunity and manage various aspects of rural living for women. A number
of the women said their car was old and maintaining it put a great strain on limited budgets.
Nevertheless they said the alternatives - no transport or exposing the whole family to public
transport fares - were more likely to intensify other issues that can have a huge impact on their
ability to maintain what was for some an already precariously low living standard and limited
lifestyle.

Keeping the cars road worthy and affording fuel is central to their ability to manage both the
economic and physical dimensions of daily tasks.
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Housing: The scarcity and allocation of social housing in the region was a particularly
contentious issue for the women. Acute conditions of poverty, especially among young people,
were disguised by “sofa hopping” with care leavers particularly vulnerable. It was said gaps in
support provision left young people moving from care to independent living exposed to a cycle
of deprivation which can be hard to surmount long term. The requirement for these young
people to leave care and be declared homeless before being eligible for social housing was
considered particularly unjust.

Historically a number of communities in the Borders depended on the mutuality between worker
and landlord through “tied” housing. Retired farm workers were assured of local housing which
participants say is not longer the case. Local landlords are being replaced by letting agencies
and rents can be beyond the resources of families in most need procuring affordable lets.
Substantial rental deposits were considered a particularly difficult barrier. Farm workers still
eligible for “tied” housing are trying to buy these homes to provide security for their families
however the low wage/mortgage repayments tensions can worsen their economic instability.

In common with many of the women in rural areas who depend on rented housing; the women
expressed a great deal of frustration about the standard of accommodation available to them in
the Borders. In their view, where substandard housing conditions exist, fuel poverty is also a
prevailing condition. The women felt that high utility prices and poor housing fabric
disproportionately penalises individuals on low incomes whose circumstances mean they are in
the home most of the day through age, ill health, kinship care or unemployment.

Unanimity of opinion was clearly expressed by participants in opposition to the methods used to
allocate social housing in the area. There was a great deal of criticism for the “bid system”
where the available housing is placed in the newspaper each week. Assessment of need and
circumstances are evaluated at Gold, Silver and Bronze levels and you must “bid” for a house
using these criteria. The women believe it is competitive and does not link to wider social needs
such as the need to be near families for caring needs.
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Rural access to support and services: The word “isolation” was frequently used in relation to
concerns regarding issues of rural living for Borders women. There was agreement that
historically Borders citizens had an inbuilt sense of independence and self sufficiency and its
inhabitants can be very sensitive to the attitudes and perceptions of their community.

The participants said this independence can be very isolating in terms of social exclusion. It
was said that for an older woman in a small population the fear of social stigmatisation often
prevents them seeking support. They said deprivation was frequently kept hidden by individuals
in small communities and disguised the true extent of the problem in the region.

There was strong agreement that isolation and disadvantage can be experienced collectively in
many rural communities as services and facilities were withdrawn or reduced. The loss of post
offices, mobile bank services and postal buses were keenly felt in isolated areas. The
participants said societal assumptions that everyone has access to online services unfairly
segregated a large number of the older citizens and disadvantaged families from having full
access to services and market choice.

Disadvantage and isolation were commonly linked by participants to young people and single
parents who without robust support networks and access to sufficient income can be vulnerable
to wider deprivation aggravated by poverty and a lack of life skills. Community initiatives such as
the “Gate” in Galashiels were considered important services to improve social contact and
maximise life-skilling support networks.

The subject of the Scottish Index of Multiple Deprivation (SIMD) was raised by several
respondents and it was generally agreed that a number of the indicators used do not reflect the
reality or consequences of rural deprivation. The women said this can influence the investment
in long term initiatives to deal with rural poverty and mask the scale of the problem.
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The women acknowledged budget pressures influence policy, nevertheless eradicating
inequalities imposed on women due to gender in society must be a core outcome in any
economic policy. Participants would like to see more gender focused development in the
Borders area that grows the provision of affordable services and facilities, career choices and
prospects of motivational employment delivered through training, pay and prospects.
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Overall, participants said that time poverty has enormous implications for rural women,
especially those who are also income disadvantaged. They believed that managing kinship
care and employment responsibilities in addition to procuring affordable market choice and
accessing local service support networks can put a great strain on physical, emotional and
economic wellbeing.



Education: Feedback suggested that several barriers presented themselves to women
returning to or pursuing further education in the Borders area and these barriers were evident in
academic, vocational and non vocational streams.

Fundamental barriers were fairly widespread amongst a number of participants - course fees,
cost of materials, issues of distance and transport or simply a matter of confidence.

Limited subject choice and grade achievement level were seen as a barrier for some. A number
of participants thought local options were not wide-ranging enough as far as qualification and
professional value were concerned. Moving to larger centres of learning is not an option for a
number of women due to cost or additional family commitments such as childcare.

Some thought long distance learning was a means of overcoming barriers to educational
opportunity for rural women. However more women thought issues present themselves if
computer literacy is poor or access to computers limited to public provision e.g. libraries. For
these reasons older women and those who are financially disadvantaged were less positive
about the overall accessibility of this as viable option. It was stressed that it was not a suitable
option for all women.
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Women considering vocational training can feel blocked by the career guidance provided to
them. A wide age group admitted they lacked the confidence, qualifications or direction to
extend their career credentials through education or apprenticeships linked to traditionally male
sectors of employment. They frequently felt routed towards administration, caring, hospitality or
beauty careers.

The women strongly felt this might be the result of inter-linked issues such as a lack of real
vocational career choice in the region for women. If aspiration cannot be met by opportunity
advice is more likely to be tailored to vacancies rather than personal choice or ability.

Wider issues of the overall demand for and relevance of further education for women in the
Borders were discussed. The participants strongly felt that young women in the region were
faced with two stark alternatives.
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The barriers presented by educational debt and limited professional opportunities locally meant
some women were disinclined to pursue higher education. Others who had gone directly into
work with minimum qualifications felt that employer’s expectations and investment in developing
their skills or education was scant therefore benefits did not outweigh the problems of

overcoming potential barriers.



Employment. A significant number of the group highlighted the decline of traditional industry in
the area, for example textiles. Newer initiatives such as I.T. have failed to sustain employment
levels or increase opportunities for skills growth, especially for young women.

It was felt that the predominantly low paid employment available in the region did not create
high aspirations amongst girls following a non academic educational pathway. It was thought
that the shortage of local skilled job opportunities and the decline of traditional industry imbued
whole families with a sense of resignation, social exclusion and low expectations.
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A point also raised by the group was that employment openings in the Borders traditionally
associated with male workers, for example in agriculture or manufacturing have been declining.
Women can find themselves “breadwinners” for the family and the continued undervaluing of
much of the work done by and available to women in the region is pushing families, dependent
on their wages, into lower income deciles and reducing living standards. The women felt this
does not equate with the maxim promoted by government that work is the best route out of
poverty.

The overall view was that the limited market for workers skilled beyond basic levels curtailed not
only aspiration but the inclination to retrain or re-skill to enhance employment prospects.
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The women acknowledge that re-skilling and retraining is sound advice, however the reality is
that without greater economic investment into the region acquiring the jobs that utilise these
skills, for some, will mean outward migration. They felt that without increased job availability
complementing efforts of women to retrain the net result is further leakage of talent from the
region. Additionally, this continued lack of career choice locally will not encourage women to
invest the time, effort and expense of training or re-skilling when personal circumstances force
them to remain in the area and effort versus advantage benefits are limited.
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The Borders College was thought to provide a positive environment for retraining however the
limited choice of coursework and qualification levels meant that more specialised credentials
can only be attained through taking up residence out with the Borders or undertaking a costly
and time consuming commute. For this reason the women thought opportunities for progressing
or enhancing expertise can be limited for single parents or low income families in the Borders.

The women commented on the repeated risk of redundancy in the Borders and the continual
efforts made by the local population to retrain and re-skill for to attract investment to the area.
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Further discussion focused on the segregation of opportunity that participants say is still an
underlying impediment to a women’s access to training. They felt there was a tendency in
present day Scottish society for many women to “under sell” their capability and aptitude in
comparison to men. They believe this lack of self confidence is further exacerbated by employer
reluctance to invest in the training and development of young women due to potential breaks of
service for pregnancy and childcare.

Despite the availability of more family friendly legislation the group thought that too many
employers still held a negative attitude to women with family commitments or part time
positions, particularly single parents. Assumptions made by these employers in regard to a lack
of a woman'’s flexibility, ambition and aptitude seriously compromise a women'’s right to training
or development on a par with men.

The group did not feel that women enjoyed sufficient equality in the workplace in either salary or
career level achievement. Pay gaps and inferior advancement opportunity in numerous
employment sectors in the Borders separated gender career expectation.
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Childcare: Whilst the women were diverse in circumstances and income it was their unanimous
view that by far the most significant barrier encountered by women in attempting to pursue
either employment or further/higher education was childcare.

The women advised the SWC a lack of affordable provision was undoubtedly the main issue.
Use of childminders and private childcare was commonplace in the region and costs incurred a
barrier for many. Local Authority nursery provision of 2-3 hours per day does not match the
needs of woman who undertake work or study. Childcare in educational establishments is
limited and women frequently have to withdraw from study because childcare is unavailable.
Family support was considered essential for most young women however the continued failure
of the UK Government to recognise the value of this unpaid provision through current child tax
credit legislation was considered unacceptable.

Women are disappointed that a “piecemeal” approach to childcare and family friendly provisions
in Scotland unfairly frustrates women in their attempts to improve personal development and
income through further education or employment.
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Violence against Women: The services and support provided by Borders Women’s Aid was
familiar to participants. This reflects the positive profile local Women’s Aid services have in other
regions visited by the SWC. In order to facilitate best practice the women suggested their local
service should be linked to the Scottish Women’s Aid agency.

The feedback provided a very strong indication that provision of refuge services that are easily
reached and in reasonably familiar surroundings is very important to vulnerable families. For this
reason the women welcomed the support provided by the refuge in Jedburgh.

Participants specifically highlighted the need to improve and expand the provision of refuge
accommodation by increasing the number of locations where refuge availability exists
particularly in rural areas where distance can make access extremely difficult. They suggested
there was a need to increase service support for young women below 18 years who may be
subject to relationship abuse. Additionally, discussion focused on the issue of male children who
are over the age of 16 years and are not permitted refuge accommodation. The women said
concern about the welfare of an older male child can influence decisions about leaving a violent
partner.
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Delivery of longer term emotional and practical support networks for women who have removed
themselves from abusive environments can be patchy and the group felt that this needs to be
improved if women and their families are to achieve and sustain emotionally confident and
economically independent living.
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On the whole the women did not support the belief that there was a high level of preventative
measures in place in the Scottish Borders in relation to violence against women. Only a few
were aware the Scottish Borders Council had a Domestic Abuse Working Group as part of its
domestic abuse agenda; overall the participants felt the above working group could be doing
more to promote their activities throughout the region, specifically in regard to prevention
strategies.

There were a number of views put forward in relation to police support in domestic abuse
incidents. Feedback indicated a reasonable awareness of Domestic Abuse Liaison Officers and
approval for the work they undertake however initial response behaviours were less
complementary. Descriptions provided included “poor” “unprepared” and “attitudinal’. Women
would like to see successful best practice initiatives shared and rolled out throughout all police
divisions in Scotland; for example - dedicated family protection units similar to the unit in place
in Dumfries and Galloway.



Universal Services such as GP’s/ Health Visitor/ Citizens advice were known amongst the
women to provide sign posting and support as were services such as Rape Crisis Scotland and
Victim Support. Nonetheless, there was unanimous agreement amongst participants that the
current legislation and provisions available to pursue and prosecute male violence against
women is not adequate.

The women suggested a fundamental review of legislation in Scotland in respect of crimes of
violence against women (VAW) was necessary. Without this undertaking support services will
continue to require additional and substantial resourcing to support victims of VAW who have
frequently been let down by the legal system. As the law stands too many perpetrators remain
outside the law to continue the abuse and others may be encouraged to engage in this
behaviour by what they see as the limited retribution imposed on abusers.
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In common with other rural areas visited by the SWC there is a degree of apprehension for
some women in the Borders in highlighting or reporting abuse. Participants confirmed a dread
of wider local awareness of personal problems and fear of exclusion in a small community are
powerful inhibitors in attempts to admit abusive behaviour is taking place.

Older women especially find it difficult to challenge widely held assumptions of male hierarchy in
society. A number of women suggested that a man’s position in the community very much
determines how seriously any accusation by a woman would be viewed or investigated.

It is worth mentioning at this point that in response to questions on VAW the SWC have noticed
a recurrent reaction from women attending our Roadshows. The response from the women in
Galashiels concurred with this:
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The group highlighted the increasing influence of the media in the use of sexual imagery and
the wider access to pornography available through the internet and called for greater censorship
legislation to be imposed on this medium. They expressed dismay that within present day
society there is still a significant number of young people, in particular young women, who
believe there are instances where domestic violence is permissible.

Participants strongly advocated the need for relationship education and gender respect to be
part of the school syllabus from the earliest age. The SWC have identified strong support for this
stance when consultation with women throughout our Roadshow programme.



Finance:

89 %

The women felt this ongoing earnings differential is fundamental injustice that is imposing an
even greater financial burden on women, and by default children, during this financial downturn.

Participants say that they are seeing opportunities for job sharing being reduced and part-time
work prospects restricted and mainly available in lower paying sectors of employment.
Additionally, the prevalence of temporary, short-term contracts and minimum wage earnings do
not provide the security necessary to be confident about financial stability. Recent changes to
benefit assessment can mean uptake of this type of employment is not optional and there is a
great deal of anxiety about managing outlays against income in the longer term within in
work/out of work conditions.

Women are also very concerned about the potential impact on their pensions. Efficiency
savings in larger organisations organisations in the Borders has resulted in reductions in
administration or service staff who are primarily women. There was real fear that being forced
into early retirement or a sustained period of unemployment will result in poverty conditions for
women unable to maintain financial provisions for their future.

According to the group the closure of a number of facilities in the region and a reduction in
essential services has adverse consequences for the living standards of many individuals in the
Borders. Cuts in Health Service provision, a lack of local access to Postal Services and Banks
and numerous small business closures have a very diminishing effect on the quality of life for
rural dwellers.

It was the view of the women that this lack of choice keeps prices high in the Borders and
essential goods are getting even more expensive namely the cost of fuel, groceries and
transport.
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A few participants highlighted the particularly difficult financial burden a number of tenant
farming families are facing in this financial crisis with some earnings being reported to be under
£10,000 per annum.

A lack of access to affordable finance was an issue that has had detrimental impact across the
border region. The women said at a higher level there was evidence of a lack of investment in
the area, less jobs, more empty premises, and an increase in charity shop occupancy.

Limited access to mortgages and affordable housing were having a profound impact on the local
economy. A reduction in overall spending power in the community meant many local businesses
lacked the support to continue trading.



A number of respondents also expressed concern about the increase in debt agencies and high
interest “loan sharks” in the region. They believed that women on low income are frequently
targeted by these operations and the consequences of excessive interest payments and high
cost repayments threaten the long term emotional and economic stability of women and their
families who are already exposed to the stress of low income living. The excessive waiting times
encountered during benefit processing is also extremely compromising for women and children
trying to stay out of debt.

The ripple effect of the financial downturn was not lost on the women who provide their family
members with unpaid childcare. Several indicated that economic pressure is forcing them to
consider a return to paid employment. The tension this can cause in family relationships is
significant and there is an awareness of the financial impact it will have on other women.

Overall the prevailing feeling was that the financial crisis has exaggerated a sense of
deprivation in the area. The women spoke of the area “dying” and a loss of community and
social integration amongst the inhabitants of the Borders.
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Isolation: In summarising feedback in the closing session of the Roadshow a persistent
message was being communicated to the SWC regarding feelings of isolation.

We asked them “Do you think people in the Scottish Borders generally feel left out as region or
community in Scotland”?

There was a very robust and immediate response to this question. Yes. In many ways the area
felt separate and remote the women said.

Women spoke of the widespread local perception that the Scottish Borders is a low priorty in
terms of Government Policy. They also indicated there appeared to be lack of wider recognition
within Scotland that the region is part of the larger area which makes up southern Scotland.
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In terms of initiatives or investment participants felt they fell short of those provided to other rural
areas in particular the Highland and Islands.

The participants indicated that a number of pilot programmes relating to rural issues are rolled
out in both areas however if resources restrict permanent investment it inevitably the Highlands
and Islands who are successful. It was also suggested that promotion of tourism abroad
favoured the north of Scotland in terms of scenic attractions and Whisky Heritage routes.

They supported a view this was because historically the Borders were seen to be a very self
sufficient with productive industries and good transport routes. This is not now the case however
the women feel that policy prioritising has not caught up with changed economic circumstances
in the Borders.

Isolation from political activity was keenly felt. Respondents confirmed that political
representatives in the region were reasonably accessible however they did not think the local
population as a whole felt actively engaged with the actions of either the Westminster or
Holyrood parliaments.

Centralisation of many services and reliance help line assistance and advice further depreciates
any feelings of inclusion for rural communities. Participants also expressed disappointment and
frustration that they lost their region TV coverage from Borders Television which gave them a
sense of identity and local focus. Services from Tyne Tees they say does not provide any in
depth coverage of Border issues.

As the Scottish Government is visiting Melrose on the 27" and 28" July as part of their summer
cabinet meeting programme the women look forward to some of these issues being addressed.




SWC Recommendations

Transport

0 The SWC strongly believe there is a need for a gender focused impact assessment to
be undertaken as part of the ongoing transport policy. We would welcome assurances
from policymakers that provision will be delivered in line with community needs rather
than primarily focused on profitable timetabling.

Housing

0o The SWC support the invitation to the Borders Housing Association made by the
women we spoke to undertake a review of the “bid” system of social housing allocation.

0 The SWC strongly agree that private letting and social housing provision in the Borders
should be of a quality that meets with the minimum levels set by the Scottish Housing
Quiality Standards.

Employment

0 The SWC strongly believe that minimum wage levels are inadequate to meet living
costs. The SWC maintain the campaign for a “living” wage should be robustly and
actively supported by the Scottish Government, Local Authority and employers in the
Borders.

0 The SWC believe removing the injustice of the gender pay gap from the workplace
should be a priority for Scottish Government.

Education

o The SWC would welcome an increase in initiatives and support from policy makers and
employers to assist women in taking up a wider scope of vocational education and
training, particularly apprenticeships. We believe young women must be given the
confidence to resist gender streaming through a long term positive action programme in
education and career support.

0 The SWC would welcome a more focused approached from the Scottish Government
and their key partners in the Scottish Borders to secure delivery of skill training
packages that enhance employment opportunities for women in the area.



Childcare

0 The SWC strongly support the need for provision of affordable pre-school education and

after school care to be given greater priority by the Scottish Government. We believe
Wrap Around care provision must become a key policy commitment for the delivery of
gender equality in Scotland.

The SWC believe employers should be encouraged by the Scottish Government to
demonstrate greater commitment to flexible working and the promotion of training
programmes which accommodate part-time work patterns. We would also welcome
recognition that educational institutions must be adequately funded to support childcare
provision for students who require this service in order to take up study.

Violence against Women
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The SWC believe there is a need for a much clearer national lead to be provided by the
Scottish Government to Local Authorities via Single Outcome Agreement conditions to
ensure the elimination of violence against women is prioritised as a national outcome.

As an initial undertaking to improve conviction rates and encourage women to come
forward the SWC support the expansion of specialist Domestic Abuse Courts and Assist
Programme to more regions in Scotland.

The SWC support a need for renewed efforts to be undertaken by policymakers and
educators to ensure that respect between genders is embedded from a young age. We
Scottish Government ensure early intervention approaches to eliminate violence against
women are at the forefront of public policy and education in Scotland.

Finance

(0]

The SWC would also welcome robust effort from the Scottish Government in
challenging Westminster to improve the pension position of women.

The SWC would welcome assurances from policymakers that there will be adequate
investment in the Borders region in the coming years to best support the population
through this period of recession.
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