Women and their Vote
Conference
Menzies Hotel
Glasgow
Thursday 5th April 2012

This lively and interactive event explored the importance of voting and using
your vote to make a difference.
The SWC manifesto was launched, reflecting the key issues for women in
advance of the Local Government elections in May.
A varied panel of speakers ensured an interesting and informative evening.

Purpose of the Event
This event was organised to highlight the forthcoming Local Government elections,
explain the Single Transferrable Vote (STV) system to be used at these elections
and to inform women of the importance of using their vote.
After consulting with women at various roadshow events, a manifesto for the
forthcoming Local Government elections was produced highlighting key priorities.
This document was launched by Agnes Tolmie, SWC Chair.

Methodology
After registering to attend the conference,
women were sent a polling card which they
were asked to bring with them. Upon arrival at
the venue, the polling cards were given to staff
at the registration desk. Names were scored off
a list and attendees were provided with a ballot
paper.
The ballot paper listed nine issues that local
authorities have responsibility for. Women were
encouraged to use the STV voting system to
decide which of the issues were most important
for them. A ‘Polling Station’ was set-up at the
venue. Women were given ample opportunity
throughout the evening to ‘cast their vote’ and
post it in the ‘Ballot Box’.
Women were also encouraged to answer the
following questions:
•
What Matters in your Local Area?
•
What does ‘Politics’ mean to you?
•
Why Vote?

Speakers
Speakers were invited to contribute around the theme of the event - the importance
of women voting and how their vote can make a difference.
The diverse experience and knowledge of the speakers ensured that all aspects of
voting, empowering women and women in public life were explored.

Agnes Tolmie, SWC Chair
Agnes is Chair of the SWC and has been an active campaigner in the
women's movement for over thirty years.
Agnes is President of the STUC General Council and member of its
Women’s Committee; a National Executive member of Unite the
Union and member of its National Women's Committee; a
member of UNI World Executive Board and World Women's Committee and a Board
member of Langside College.
Agnes welcomed delegates to the conference and outlined the importance of women
using their vote. Being part of the democratic process often leads to increased
self-confidence, allowing women to make decisions about political parties and individuals
with whom they share values and beliefs.
“Having a vote is about having a voice”
Collectively, women make changes that affect women. The Scottish Parliament is a
particular example of this. Women MSPs challenge the women’s agenda and ensure that,
by working together, key areas of concern are not forgotten. That is why voting is so
important. By having women in positions of influence, change will happen.
The voting system for the Local Government elections might discourage women from
using their vote. By working together and raising awareness it is hoped that individuals
will become more empowered and engaged with the political process.
The SWC ‘Manifesto for the Women of Scotland’ was launched, with attendees being
encouraged to use the information to challenge Local Government election candidates.

A Manifesto for the Women of Scotland
Women throughout Scotland were consulted on key areas affecting their lives. The
manifesto was produced using their views and opinions on key priority areas for women
in Scotland today.
By enabling individuals and organisations to raise awareness of issues in their local
area, the SWC aims to use the Manifesto as a ‘tool’ for empowering women.
The document can also be used to challenge Local Government election candidates
regarding local priorities for women.
Copies of the manifesto are available at www.scottishwomensconvention.org

Margaret Curran MP
Margaret is the Member of Parliament for Glasgow East. Margaret
was promoted to the post of Shadow Secretary of State for
Scotland in October 2011.
Margaret congratulated the work of the SWC and in particular praised its recognition of
the key issues facing women. Despite this work being carried out, there is an overall need
to revisit the women’s agenda in Scotland.
In 1999, the Scottish Parliament had “lots of promise” with just over 40% of the members
elected being women. However, Scotland is now “falling behind” in terms of women’s
representation, especially in Local Government where around 22% of councillors are
currently women.
“The women’s agenda must be pushed more to the forefront of Scottish life.”
The ongoing cuts to public services highlight the disadvantages women are
experiencing in their local communities. Lack of childcare, community service cuts and
poor housing all contribute to women’s inability to be fully active in society.
Childcare in Scotland was highlighted as a key area of concern for women. 10 years ago
Scotland was at the forefront of childcare provision in the UK but now lags behind the rest
of the UK. Only one-fifth of Scottish Local Authorities have enough childcare for
employed parents and only one-tenth can accommodate parents who work outwith
normal working hours.
Welfare Reform Proposals will have a severe impact on women. Fawcett Society
research reports that single mothers are most affected by the UK Coalition Government
cuts, with women losing on average £8.80 per week compared to men who stand to lose
£4.40.
“These cuts are hitting the poorest and those who are also trying to keep up with society
and what it offers”
The importance of ensuring that women are represented on Public Bodies and Boards
was also discussed. Examples were given of Scottish Water, where there is one woman
on a board of eight, Scottish Enterprise where there is one woman on a board of eleven
and the SQA where there are two women on a board of nine.
“Women must vote in Local Authority elections. Local Authority’s impact on your everyday
life. All political parties must up their game to address women’s needs.”

Councillor Alison Thewliss
Alison is a Glasgow City Councillor for the Calton ward. She has
been a member of the SNP for over ten years.

Alison spoke of her own party’s attempts to encourage more women to stand for election.
There are not as many women candidates seeking election at a local level as on previous
occasions. The SNP are, however, undertaking internal consultations on how to engage
more women.
As a working mother, Alison takes her young son to Council meetings as there is no
childcare available within the Council building to allow her to attend official business.
There were no baby changing facilities within the City Chambers until Alison requested
them and there is no crèche available.
“Paying for childcare five days a week would wipe out my wage”
Women need to be more actively involved in local politics. Without their voice, things
won’t change. Councillors are often seen to be ‘men in suits’. Women, however, need to
change this perception and use their listening and problem solving skills to make a
difference.
Alison considered the question ’What is Politics?’. Politics for women should not be
“sugar coated or dumbed down” but informative and accessible.

Amal Azzudin
Amal recently graduated from Glasgow University with a BA
Degree in Community Development. In 2005, as a result of a
school friend being subjected to a dawn raid and detention by the
Home Office, Amal was active in founding the ‘Glasgow Girls
Campaign’.
“Voting in elections and making changes may be a slow process but it is an opportunity
which every woman should grab”
Amal moved to the UK from Somalia 11 years ago. Her family fled due to civil war and
initially lived in London before being moved to Glasgow. Coming from a country where
women have no rights has made Amal value the democratic system in Scotland.
Assistance from a teacher at Drumchapel High School and a local MSP helped to
establish the ‘Glasgow Girls’. Amal’s friend was eventually released, however dawn raids
are still happening throughout Scotland.
“We didn't know if anyone would listen but we wanted to speak”
Amal sees the vote as a “very powerful weapon for change” and voting for the first time
was of great importance to her.

Niki Kandirikirira
Niki is the Executive Director of Engender and has been working on
issues of gender for nearly 30 years. In that time she has worked with
people across Africa and Scotland to explore and address
discrimination.

A PowerPoint presentation outlining statistics on women's representation in Scotland at
UK Parliament, Scottish Parliament and Local Government levels was provided. Copies
of this presentation are available from the Scottish Women’s Convention.
“There is a big problem in Scottish Local Authorities. That’s not to say men don't speak
about women’s issues but it’s not the same. They’re not living it.”
Women are less likely to engage in hostile political processes. This is a potential
underlying issue and may be a reason for women not seeking election. Women are more
willing to work at a cross-party level and seek consensus to effect change.
Measures which encourage women to become involved in the political process need to
be introduced.
“Without special measures and quotas, we won’t change the political landscape.”

Juliet Swann
Juliet is a two time undergraduate of Edinburgh University, studying
first Politics and then Law. Juliet joined the Electoral Reform Society
in Scotland in November 2011 as Campaigns and Research Officer.
Juliet’s PowerPoint presentation explored proportions of women’s representation and
alternative voting methods, specifically Single Transferrable Vote (STV), which will be
used at the May 2012 elections. Juliet’s presentation is available from the SWC.
“STV puts you in control. It allows you to decide.”
Women tend not to talk about ‘formal politics’ and do not believe they can make a
difference. However, in constituencies where women stand for election, a higher
percentage of women turn out to vote. Constituencies with a history of female
representation tend to see more female candidates coming forward.
“It is important women are there to stand as role models for other women.”

Question and Answer Session
What impact are the cuts to public services having on children?
Freezing Child Benefit levels means that the ‘squeezed middle’ are struggling. The
introduction of Universal Credit is predicated on the idea of a family having ‘one big
earner’ and is a very old-fashioned notion of how society really is.
How do we get away from the opinion that quotas assume women aren't the best
candidates for election?
Some panel members argued that quotas need to be used in order to improve women’s
representation. Women want to get by on their own merit but it is clear that this is not
happening, with mostly men being given ‘safe seats’, higher places on party lists etc.
‘Get the vote out’ operations are vital but women should also be expected to be chosen
as candidates because they are the best. Political parties also need to be made aware
that more women can be involved.
How can more women be encouraged to get involved with the political process?
Political parties should be approaching community activists and looking for them to get
involved as opposed to women being expected to join a political party and become
engaged in that ‘traditional’ way.
There are also issues of childcare, particularly for children under the age of three, that
must be looked at.
Currently a monetary deposit must be put down in order to stand for election - this is a
deterrent for many women and a different method should be considered.
“We are not encouraging people to become anti-men - but instead acknowledge that
there is a problem with women’s representation.”

The SWC Elections
Women who attended the event were provided with ballot papers and asked to
vote on the issues they felt were most important to them. The SWC analysed this
information using the Single Transferrable Vote system, which will be used at the
Local Government elections on Thursday 3rd May.
The top three issues are as follows:
1.

Health and Social Care

2.

Education and Learning

3.

Childcare Provision

During the conference, women were asked to consider the following questions

WHAT MATTERS IN YOUR LOCAL AREA?
“Parking and road repairs”
“Lack of paid work”
“Childcare”
“No women Councillors and none standing for election in May”
“Trams are being designed to take men from Parliament past town to the banking
district and airport. There has been no thought given to hospitals and schools”
“Crime, roads and police - community safety should be a priority”
“Provision of social services for the elderly”

WHAT DOES ‘POLITICS’ MEAN TO YOU?
“A chance to make a difference. A chance to debate and to change lives for the
better”
“Voting for the party that you think will make a difference for the better”
“Fighting to develop a more just, fair and more equal society and to give women
a proper voice”
“Everything as it’s people’s opportunity to make a real change”
“Choosing a party that will be fair to all”

WHY VOTE?
“Women fought, suffered and even died so we could vote - be thankful!”
“Hope to change issues by choosing the person you can trust with influence to act
responsibly according to principles and push for what’s right”
“To made sure what people care about is what drives change”
“To strengthen democracy”
“I feel it’s my public duty”
“To instigate change”
“It’s an opportunity to make a huge difference - you are the first step to changing the
world”

www.scottishwomensconvention.org

