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Introduction
On October 20th, 2003, over 90 delegates gathered in the Lough Allen Hotel in Drumshanbo,

Co. Leitrim for a seminar around the theme of ‘Closing the Gap’ Getting More Women into

Politics and Local Government’. This seminar, which was organised by the Leitrim Gender

Equality Project, sought to address a number of key questions.

• What can we all do to encourage and support women to more actively participate in

politics and local government? 

• What changes need to be made to the way politics and local government is done to

increase the active participation of women? 

• What will do about this issue in the lead up to the local and European elections, 2004,

and beyond?

The overall purpose of the conference was, in first instance, to arrive at clear and doable actions

that can be taken by all stakeholders to ensure greater participation by women in all forms of

political activity. It was also about encouraging and giving support to women who are interested

in becoming politically active. Finally, we knew that we would all have much to learn from the

knowledge and experience of our panel of speakers.

The programme for the day was for a morning of inputs from the expert panel, followed by

intensive discussion in small groups around a number of themes.All who attended agreed that

it was a lively, stimulating and thought-provoking day and it was important that a record of both

the speaker’s inputs and the outcomes of the workshops be made available both to those who

attended and to a wider audience.This publication is the result.

I would like to take this opportunity to thank a number of people, who contributed to making

the day such a success. In the first instance, I would like to thank the speakers, for the benefit

of their time, insights and not–inconsiderable wisdom. I would also like to thank Breege Doherty

for chairing with a combination of efficiency, insight and good humour. Thanks also to the

workshop facilitators, Nollaig Whyte, Paul Kirkpatrick and Terre Duffy from the Community and

Enterprise Section, Leitrim County Council; and Deirdre Collins, Vincent Dwyer and Kate

McCarthy, members of the Project Steering Group.Thanks are also due to the other members

of the Project Steering Group who lent their support on the day, Anne Rynn, Ken Moran and

John Comiskey and to Finola Lavin from the Community and Enterprise Section, LCC.

Aisling Moroney (Conference Organiser)

Co-ordinator

Leitrim Gender Equality Project 
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Opening Remarks 
Aisling Moroney
Co-ordinator, Leitrim Gender Equality Project 

Good morning and on behalf of the Leitrim Gender Equality Project, welcome to today’s

seminar on ‘Closing the Gap; Getting more Women into Politics and Local Government’.

Looking out here today, I am both heartened and encouraged by the turn-out today for such a

seminar on such a topic.They say that nothing is so powerful as an idea whose time has come

and the success of this and other similar seminars which have been held around the country are

testament to the demand for change that is in the air.

I won’t keep you long because we have a line-up of speaker far more experienced and qualified

than I but I want to speak briefly about the Gender Equality Project, the organiser of this event

and about the purpose and rationale for today.

The Leitrim Gender Equality Project is a 21/2year project of Leitrim County Council and Leitrim

County Development Board, based in the Community and Enterprise Section of Leitrim County

Council. It is funded by the Equality for Women Measure of the National Development Plan, a

measure which is designed to tackle attitudinal, cultural and structural barriers to equality for

women. Projects are located the length and breadth of Ireland, and crucially, throughout the

corridors of power with organisations such as the IFA, Fíanna Fail, Fine Gael, RTE and Sinn Féin

all hosting projects. Here in Leitrim, the Gender Equality Project is focused on the area of

decision-making and on increasing women’s active participation in decision-making bodies – the

County Development Board, the County Council, the Health Board, the LEADER company – in

fact all of those bodies where decisions are made that affect us all.

I know that our first speaker, Cllr. Mary Bohan, chair of Leitrim County Council and I’m sure

many of our speakers, will refer to why we need to increase women’s active participation in

politics, local government and all decision-making bodies; what I would like to do this morning

is introduce you to the approach that we have taken here in Leitrim to try and achieve this.

When we come to look at how can we increase both the numbers and the power and influence

of women in decision-making, there are various approaches that we can take. One way, and a

very valid way, is to work at building the confidence, interest and skills of women and to

otherwise support them to take an active role in decision-making.Within the Gender Equality

Project, we have run a very successful capacity-building training programme for female staff in

Leitrim County Council and are funding and organising a Women into Management training

programme which will start shortly and which has generated huge interest. In conjunction with

the Co. Leitrim Partnership ‘Women in Decision-making Project’, we are also currently
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organising a Women in Leadership training programme which will be aimed at women in the

community and voluntary sector and which will start in spring, 2004. The Co. Leitrim

Partnership Project has done a great deal more of this kind of work through its in-depth work

to build the capacity of women and women’s groups in the county.This type of work is invaluable

and, of course, requires on-going support and funding.

However, I think that no programme seeking to bring about real, long-term change can stop there.

Unless we work at the structures and perhaps more importantly, the culture of decision-making

bodies, then we will get so far and no further. Society and organisations within it, decision-making

bodies amongst them, have been relatively willing to scoot over and make room for women

elbowing their way in. However, they and we have been far less willing to make the kind of

changes that would enable us to move to a situation where we have some women making history

to where we have many women making policy. Some of the more top-down initiatives that we

have carried out include gender awareness training with the County Council management team,

with Leitrim County Development Board and with the County Community Forum, the

promotion of family-friendly activities, and indeed the organisation of events like today.There are

plans for future, more in-depth training with the various strands within the County Development

Board and for the production of a useful and (hopefully!) short and snappy guide to good practice

for committees and groups in increasing the active participation of women.

So, if there is a way of doing things in the Project, it is to somehow keep both balls in the air at

the same time; to build the capacity of women and women’s groups from the bottom-up but also

to try to bring about change to the culture and structures of decision-making bodies from the top

down.

This same dual focus can be applied when we come to look at the very important area of

politics and political involvement. So today is about encouraging, inspiring and supporting

women who wish to become politically active in whatever way that suits them, be it within local

party politics or running for election or just simply becoming more active in the community. But

it is also about arriving at clear and doable actions that can be taken by all stakeholders –

politicians, political parties, community and women’s groups, those who run local government

and indeed all of us as citizens and voters – to ensure that any seeds that are planted fall on

fertile and hospitable ground.

The immediate context for today is the local and European elections coming up next summer

and of course, nothing focuses the mind like an election!   However, today is not just about

gearing up to an event like that, it’s about getting more women in there in the day-to-day cut

and thrust of political activity and ultimately of trying to change society for the better.

I’ll now hand you over to our speakers with the hope that you will find the day both enjoyable

and instructive.
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Cllr. Mary Bohan 
Chair of Leitrim County Council

Good morning everybody and as Cathaoirleach of Leitrim County Council, I’d like to extend a

welcome to all of you who have gathered here today. I would like to extend a special welcome

to colleagues and friends who are here from all corners of Ireland; I hope you have a very

enjoyable and fruitful day in Leitrim.

Aisling asked me to set the context for today and in doing so, I suppose I have to go back quite

a while. I’ll start with 1918 when British and Irish women over the age of 30 were granted the

right to vote. In the Irish constitution of 1922, the age was lowered, allowing women over 21 to

vote. However, it quickly became apparent that the right of women to vote per se did not

radically change the position of women on Ireland, nor did women become elected in large

numbers. The Catholic Church at the time, whose influence was huge, were not in favour of

women’s participation in politics. Even W. B.Yeats, who was very opposed to the conservatism

of the church at the time, agreed with the church’s opposition to women in politics.This was a

very strange alliance indeed and proof of the strength of the barriers faced by women.

However, this was also a time when very many women joined the republican movement and I

was surprised to note that in deValera’s executive of 1927, there was a much higher number of

women in that than in any other similar body anywhere in Europe at the time. However, after

the struggle for freedom was over, women were gradually squeezed out.

Overall, progress towards women’s participation in national and higher politics has proceeded

at a snails pace. The European average for women’s participation in parliament is 14.9%, just

above the Irish figure of 13.3%.The percentage of women elected to the Dáil has risen by only

1% over the last 10 years and if we proceed at this rate, it will take 370 years for the percentage

of women in the Dáil to reach 50%.There are currently 22 women serving in the Dáil, 13 from

Leinster, 5 from Munster, 2 from Ulster and 2 from Connaught.There are currently 10 counties

who do not have any female representative. Research carried out by the National Women’s

Council shows that 45% of sitting TDs come from politically active families and women not

belonging to politically active families make up only 7% of the current Dáil.

I would pose the question; is the current situation likely to change in the immediate future? If you

look at the two places where TDs are normally drawn from, the Seanad and local county and city

councils, the picture is not too bright either. The percentage of women in the Seanad at the

moment is only 17% of the total while in local county and city councils, the percentage of women

rose to 15% in 1991 but did not improve in 1999. It’s clear from these figures that women need

to get in there and to be involved at every level in the political structures of their chosen party,

in order to get more women elected. And although not every women can be elected, every

woman can play a major role in determining policy within their own political party.
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Further research that the National Women’s Council have done shows that it is not only in

politics that we find evidence of women’s exclusion from decision-making. For example, women

account for only 3% of managing directors in the country, only 9% of Secretaries in the Civil

service and only 7% of High Court judges. In 1991, guidelines were introduced about the

participation of women on state boards and while some progress has been made, we are still,

in most cases, nowhere near the magic figure of 40%.

Before the National Women’s Council of Ireland, there was the Commission on the Status of

Women. My mother was a member of that Commission and I remember being very excited

about that. She would get her neighbour to drive her to the station in Carrick-on-Shannon, from

where she would get the train to Dublin to attend meetings. When she returned, she would

often discuss the work that they were doing and sometimes she would get really angry about

the level of discrimination that existed. I remember thinking how great it was that my mother,

a mother of 9, living on a small farm and struggling to survive was able to bring the plight of

women, especially women from a rural background, to the table.When the report was published

in 1972, I was very proud because there amongst all these important names, was the humble

name of Alison McTiernan, Housewife. She died in 1995 and before she did I remember talking

to her about it and she said she was very disappointed with the progress that had been made

from 1972 to 1995.Although there had been great excitement about the Commission, she felt

somewhat let down by the progress that had been made since.

From my own point of view, I was elected to Leitrim County Council in 1979, representing the

Dromahair electoral area and in the same election Kathleen Coleman was elected

representative for the Carrick-on-Shannon electoral area. Needless to say, I was very glad, even

though we came from different political backgrounds, to have another women join me at the

County Council. I was a little bit worried at the thought of being the only women because prior

to that, no woman had served on Leitrim County Council. At present there are 3 female

councillors, an increase of 1 in 24 years. I know that all the selection conventions for next years

local elections have not yet been held but all the signs are that the numbers will not increase

significantly in 2004.

All of this brings me to pose another questions; is it so important that we have women in

decision-making and what exactly do we as women have to bring to the table? I believe that the

first thing that women would bring is balance. Quite simply, if we look at the population of this

country, 50% are women.The figures I have presented to you today show beyond any shadow

of a doubt that discrimination has existed since the foundation of the State and continues to

exist to this day. I am reminded of the poet Evan Boland when she wrote;As far as history goes,

we were never there, we were never at the scene of the crime.
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I believe that women bring their own unique approach to politics. For evidence, we don’t have

to look much further than across the border to Northern Ireland. When we look at the

Women’s Coalition, they encompass those from Nationalist and Unionist, Loyalist and

Republican backgrounds, as well as those from urban and rural areas and those from different

social classes. Despite coming from very different backgrounds, and disagreeing profoundly on

many issues, to my mind they brought sanity and hope in many dark and difficult days and

contributed enormously to the whole peace process.They were actually laughed at by some of

the people in political parties and had to rise above all the clichéd things that were said to them

– that they wouldn’t make a difference, that they should be at home – but they proved that

through perseverance, commitment and hard work that they could make a very significant

difference. Evidence from the relatively new Scottish parliament, where women are well

represented, suggests that having a significant number of female parliamentarians encourages a

less adversarial approach and leads to an increased willingness to do cross-party work. If we

look at post-conflict situations, we see that the importance of women as policy-makers is

gradually being recognised right across the world. In Kosovo, one in 3 candidates must be a

woman before the list is accepted. In South Africa, the procedures for the constitutional talks

insisted that each delegation had to have a man and a woman present.

So we can see that around the world women are being increasingly acknowledged for what they

have to offer. I think it’s up to all of us to capitalise on that and to capitalise on the many gains

that have been made over the years - the Succession Act, the Equal Pay Act, etc.- and on the

tremendous ground work that has been done by individual women and by women’s groups.

Later on in the workshops, were going to discuss what changes should be made to encourage

greater participation by women in politics and local government. I don’t want to pre-empt our

findings in this regard but it’s something I have given some thought to over the years.

Anyone who knows me, knows that I’m passionate about politics. I would dearly love to see

more women joining their local party branches, whatever that party might be. Because while

some people are very successful as independents, I do thing if we want to make the changes we

need to make, we need to largely do it through the party structures and really get in there and

get stuck in. Just to give you an example from my own local cumann, the chairman, secretary and

one of the joint treasurers are women. That didn’t happen by accident; I had to encourage

people and assure them that they were welcome. Prior to that, women didn’t bother coming to

cumman or other party meetings. I think that very often they weren’t told that they were on

and they didn’t believe that it was for them anyway.

I believe that a programme of action is now necessary if we want to get more women into

politics. One of the ways of increasing the number of women in politics is through the

application of quotas. Now I have never fully warmed to the idea of quotas and I suppose that
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coming from a farming background, I always associate quotas with milk, not women! However,

they have been effective when applied. Sweden, Norway and Finland increased the number of

women in parliament through quotas. Denmark has a high level of women in politics, largely the

result of quotas which were introduced in 1980’s, but which ended in 1996 when the level

improved. In France, a parity law was introduced, linking party funding to having as many female

candidates as male candidates.

The two greatest barriers to progress identified amongst female Oireachtas members are the

burden of family care and the lack of access to campaign funding; these would also be the chief

concerns of parliamentarians across Europe.To the best of my knowledge, Leinster House still

doesn’t have a crèche. Political life now is time-consuming and burdensome and even being a

councillor is almost a full-time job.There are no time-tables but there are plenty of deadlines,

and there certainly is no path to career progression.The cost of involvement is very high and is

paid for not just by politicians but by their families and maybe some women are just not ready

to pay that price. For me politics has been very rewarding, certainly not financially but in many

other ways. It has given me the opportunity to work on behalf of very may people and I believe

I have made a worthwhile contribution in a variety of ways. I have been able to assist many people

individually and of course working with community groups has been one of the most rewarding

things of all. My life has been greatly enriched by the people I have worked with at all levels.

I’m sure there is one question that you’re all wondering about down there; why is it that I never

ran for Dáil or Seanad? I can assure that it wasn’t for any lack of interest.Those who know me,

know that I love politics.After the break-up of my marriage in 1986, I had a baby of 6 months

and a toddler of 2. Despite having great support from family and friends, like many other women

and indeed men, I had to make a decision. If I were successful in any national election, I would

have to be away from home for at least 3 or 4 days a week, which was something that I just

couldn’t do. For me, I made the right decision.

I’m going to finish by quoting the great Sr. Stanislaus Kennedy:

"Today’s women are being challenged to widen their minds and their hearts, to write the next

chapter, hopefully the best chapter of all, where we as a confident and successful generation,

decide that we will not be comfortable, we will not be content until every women on this island

is living to her full potential and all men, women and children benefit when this country is at the

centre, it has no margins."

Thank you.
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Cllr. Siobhan McGloin

I’d like to start by welcoming you all here today and by thanking Aisling for inviting me to speak

at today’s seminar. I have been asked to speak today about  being active within the political party

system.

For me, it was the obvious choice to become an active member of a political party and a

particular political party. Rather than entering politics as an independent candidate, my family

background has always been one of local activism within the Fine Gael party, where support for

candidates in local, national and European elections was always readily available. Any election

was the cause of intense debate and scrutiny in our home. Even bringing people to the polling

booth on election day often led to great competition, with neighbours driving for the other side

and indeed in some cases communication with certain neighbours going out the window until

after the election. I remember my late grandmother who lived with us being visited by her

nephew who lived in Dublin. Over the course of the visit, he produced photos of the late Brian

Lenihan playing with his children. She refused to look at the pictures, telling him that his father

would turn in his grave. She was 93 at the time but never lost her interest in politics. And I

remember that shortly after I was married there was a general election and my husband’s

astonishment that I would sit up all night to watch the different counts coming in. So that’s the

background I am coming from.

More generally, the most usual way to join a political party is that you are invited by another

member to come along to a meeting. Notwithstanding my own family background, I was brought

into the local Fine Gael party via some astute handling by the local branch secretary. He told a

friend of mine that if she would join then I would join as well. He in turn told me the opposite

and we both joined so I suppose you could say that all’s fair in love and politics! 

Most political parties are set up on a local branch structure, similar to any community group or

sport club, with a chair, secretary, treasurer and so on.You also have delegates who represent

the different areas on a county structure and all of this is affiliated to an overall national

organisation. These local branches and the county structure act as a microcosm of national

committees where local people meet and give their views on local and national policy. However,

this doesn’t work as well as it sounds.The basic structure is there but it’s not being utilised as

much as it might. I would like to see a system where members are able to highlight concerns,

guide the work of their representative, and generally involve the wider community in working

towards change. Branches need to meet on a more regular basis with a well-structured agenda

that doesn’t go on all night. In addition, the venue for this meeting needs to be acceptable to all

and needs to rotate around the county.
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For me personally, one of the greatest difficulties was that meetings are generally held late at

night and in pubs.When I first started attending political meetings, back in the late 1980’s and

early 1990’s, I frequently found myself as the only woman in a smoke filled room.At one of the

first political party meetings I attended, I had just been nominated as a candidate for the local

election.The meeting was held in a pub in Drumkeeran and all the candidates and their agents

were there. One of the big issues for all parties is the division of territory between the running

mates in each party.The area is divided so that each candidate has a base where he or she has

the right to canvass first. I was warned by the more seasoned campaigners in my camp to keep

an eye on my two running mates, as your own team can often be more treacherous than the

opposition.The meeting started and each area was looked at in turn. Just before it came time

to look at my area, the Manorhamilton electoral area, my two running mates took themselves

off to the men’s toilets, from which they emerged later with an agreed divide, leaving me with a

much smaller base than either of the two of them. I suppose one of the merits of being an

independent candidate is that you won’t have to worry about that happening to you!

So, why would you want to become involved in a political party?

An obvious reason is that they provide a forum for bringing about change and expressing your

views on political issues. Many see the political party as an effective way of doing this, as you

become part of a larger movement.The old view, where everyone belonging to you must be of

the same political view before you are allowed to stand for a party is a thing of the past.The

so-called family-owned seat, where people thought they had a hereditary right to a seat is

disappearing. In addition to this, the ending of the dual mandate will allow many new candidates

to emerge.This is to be warmly welcomed and will open up the field to many new candidates

whose candidature is based on merit alone. Many political parties are actively looking for

community-based activists as possible candidates because they have already showed their

commitment to the greater good and are willing to commit their time and energy to the

betterment of their community. In reality, this is no different to the commitment involved in a

political party although many people don’t seem to think that political parties are interested in

community development.As politicians, it may be our own fault as many people think that the

work we do is of no value to them unless it’s individual work such as advocating for planning

permission or a hospital bed.While this work is very important there is much more to the role

of a public representative. Many people have the misguided notion that all councillors do is

attend meetings although that in fact represents only a small part of our job. For me the most

important part of my job is to be out there in our own communities working with voluntary

groups and individuals, looking to improve services and facilities in our own community.

I was elected to Leitrim County Council before I became heavily involved in community

development. In the early 1990s, Leitrim was in the depths of depression.There was nothing but
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doom and gloom and certainly very little spirit of community development. Not long after I

was elected, a public meeting was held in my home town of Kinlough and a committee formed.

Its mission was to turn Kinlough around. I was given the job of secretary, probably because I was

the only woman on the committee.Though it took a few years to make progress, Kinlough &

District Community Council has been and continues to be at the forefront of attempts to

develop our community. For the past eight years I have been chair and together we have

developed a spirit of self-help and optimism, that has contributed to the revitalisation of the

community. I think that because this was a new community initiative and I was involved from

the beginning, it was easier for me to take a leading role. Since then, I have gone on to become

involved in a host of groups, from playgroups, to active age groups.

Being actively involved in politics can create a real strain on family life. Both our children were

born since I was elected to Leitrim County Council, so they see it as normal to have a mother

who goes out to meetings three, four and maybe more nights per week. Most women,

particularly young mothers, will relate to the fact that when they come home from work, they

have another job waiting for them. Housework, coupled with paid work can be very difficult to

balance with political life. I’m very lucky in that my husband has been very supportive of my

political career, often sitting at home nights on end looking after the children. Without his

support, I know I would not now be looking to retain my seat for a third term.

When I was first elected to the Council, I knew only a few of the other councillors. I also

thought that I only had to attend one meeting per month in Carrick-on-Shannon. The reality

was very different.The Council itself is made up of a lot more than 22 councillors; you have a

whole body of council staff, from the county manager to technical and administrative staff to

outdoor staff. First you had to learn where the offices were located, because at the time, they

were spread out all over the town. I had to learn to navigate the different channels within the

council and I soon came to realise that much of the power and the decision-making rested with

the public servants. I also realised that building relationships with staff was a means of influencing

decisions and basically getting things done.

I know that many people feel that political parties lack relevance to them. Standing for election

isn’t for everyone but there are many other ways for you to contribute. One or two new people

can make an impact and if you do that you will have access through the party channels to the

decision-makers and even if those people aren’t in government they are in constant contact with

those who are. In conclusion, I would urge all of you to join a political party, any political party,

though preferably Fine Gael! It’s up to all of us to make politics relevant and to ensure that it

reflects the views and aspirations of our community

Thank you.
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Frances Tolton
Second Sight Training and Development 

Good morning and welcome – it’s really exciting to be here and to speak to you this morning.

Since I was about three, I have loved to speak in public and they tell me at home in Cork that

I took every opportunity most times without being invited to do so until I eventually relieved

everyone by leaving home and inflicting my enthusiasm on someone else!  So, guess what? It’s

all of you this morning!

When asked to take part in this event, my first and remaining concern was and is how in heavens

name am I going to choose from the many deeply felt and believed convictions I personally have

in relation to breaking into the future, and particularly when speaking to people who are

attracted to going beyond this podium and into the real limelight of public life in society and

communities where theories are quickly overcome by real life stories.

I also had to think about what I might name this presentation and after many deliberations,

decided that what I really wanted to talk to you about was "Positive Leadership" – the ability of

every individual to lead themselves and their abilities into whatever realm in life they choose –

to in some way boldly go maybe even where no-one else has gone before.

At times however, it is hard to even imagine ourselves overcoming the barriers which emerge

and are erected for us. Often, these challenges are presented to us in order to teach us

something about our abilities and the levels of persistence and tenacity that we need to apply

in the search of our true destinies. Our objective has to be to rise above the cascade and

energize the world around us, and to engage in a Positive Leadership which is evident in all of

what we do and say. In short, we need to create a wealth of positive energy around us.

Depak Chopra says in his book "Creating Affluence" 

"unboundedness and abundance are our natural state.We just need to restore the memory of what we

already know"

Because you see – success is our natural destiny! We just need to know how to access it. So

this morning I would like to share some thoughts which I know work and which for 18 years I

have practised for ongoing abundance and success.

There is a wonderful quote from Martin Luther King Jr., which for me encapsulates the key

message I would like to share over the next 15 minutes. He said:
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"Occasionally in life there are those moments of unutterable fulfilment which cannot be completely

explained by those symbols called words.

Their meaning can only be articulated by the inaudible language of the heart".

True Positive Leadership is so much how we feel about ourselves. It is the internal feeling and

knowledge that we are leading ourselves from our heads but also from our hearts. And our

journey forward into life needs to be an inspiration which touches peoples’ minds and hearts.

The bad news about head/heart leadership is that it is ridiculed daily as weakness and

wimpishness by those who believe that the number of zeros in your bank account and the

quality of the entries in your address book is what true leadership is about in public and private

life. I was recently reminded of this way of thinking when in company one evening with

somebody who somehow detected my Cork accent and asked me if I could confirm that Cork

people never play golf at the weekends. I responded that I really couldn’t confirm this one way

or the other. However, I was shortly reassured that it was definitely the case and that Cork

people indeed never play golf at the weekends as if they did everyone would think they didn’t

have a yacht. Of course it was a joke but think about it and it does say something about the kind

of values that are held up as important in society.

So what is the key to Positive Leadership and that which gives us access to our natural state of

success and can open the door to whatever path in life we choose to travel? I have confidence

in 5 main activities:

1. Discover and value what is good and limiting about myself.

2. Envision a positive future

3. Engage in dialogue

4. Construct the future through innovation and action.

5. Recognise that knowledge and destiny are inextricably linked, therefore never stop learning.

1. Discover and Value what is good and limiting about myself

In discovering and valuing what is good and limiting about ourselves, we are performing a very

necessary assessment. How can we begin anything if we are not aware of what we have going

for us and also what aspects are likely to hold us back? Even Socrates 2500 years ago observed

that "the unexamined life is not worth living".

It is crucial for us to realise our talents and abilities, and once captured to grow and practice

them.We all possess a treasure chest of possibilities.Thankfully, many of us are savouring the

fruits of these plus factors as they enrich our personal and professional lives. However, some of

the riches of this chest have perhaps been, or are currently, belittled or dismissed as "just not
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the thing" or are seen as "naff" or unfashionable. Many of these are, I believe, those very qualities

which form the basis for the kind of head/heart Positive Leadership I mentioned earlier.

What about the limiting qualities – well we also need to take these out of the chest and assess

their values because it is from a piece of worthless grit in an oyster shell that is formed a

beautiful pearl.What are our pieces of grit? What pearls are we capable of forming?

The rule for dealing with our treasure chest is to locate, highlight & illuminate; in other words,

find out what you have, polish it up and then shine the spotlight at it.

2. Envision a positive future

Psychologists down through the ages have all agreed that how we see life becomes our reality.

Therefore, how we envision our future will become our future.We need to more than wish for

success, we need to envision ourselves succeeding. Despite the level of affluence we now lay

claim to in Ireland, we have developed an incredible ability to weave negativity. A culture, the

roots of which are steeped in survival and tenacity, is being swiftly overcome by the language

and philosophy of deficit.At the risk of sounding like a dated revolutionary, there is a wonderful

quote from David Cooperider: "The language of deficit is the opiate of the masses". Why poison

ourselves and our futures by negativity? Instead, we need to exert our power and energies into

what is positive and good about us.As individuals interested in being part of the transformation

of our society we need to give birth to a philosophy and language of abundance and start

reminding ourselves and those people you may very well some day represent what they are

doing right!

It starts with us personally envisioning a positive future. How can we do this? Everyday, enquire

into what is possible, be provocative & collaborative.We have the power, and beginning with an

individual can make a difference not only to this county or country but to the world. As Ron

Emerson once said "nothing global emerges that has not its roots in the local realm".We can

make a difference!!!!!  

3. Engage in dialogue

Take every opportunity to contribute. If there is a forum, an event or a discussion that relates

to what you are about and what you want to achieve – be there!!! Be part of that discussion

and engage in your language of abundance. Initiate discussion on a positive future and above all

else recognise the propensity to moan – avoid the moan factor as it is a powerful generator of

reputation.You will become synonymous with it.
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4. Construct the future through innovation and action 

There is always room for newness, renewal and action.We construct life by fostering creativity

and wisdom also lies in observing what others are doing and finding ways to do it better. Studying

others is never a waste of time as there is much to be learned.We need to choose our gurus

and our inspiring leaders. It is by little steps that the world makes leaps ahead and so can we.

5. Recognise that knowledge and destiny are inextricable linked so never stop learning

Be aware of what is available and attend, take part and progress your bank of knowledge and

learning. Read at every opportunity and build learning time into your day during which you are

always searching for what is new.

Positive Leadership is truly a realisation that we have the power and the belief - a conviction

that success is our natural state and that abundance is a higher philosophy that carries us to

greater possibilities. I would like to end with the words of John Chaffee;

"We are all part of things,

We are all part of creation, all kings, all poets, all musicians.

We have only to open up, to discover what is already there."

Thank you!
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Marian Harkin
Independent TD, Sligo/Leitrim 

Good morning and I’d like to start by thanking Aisling for the invitation to speak with you this

morning. I am delighted to have the opportunity to share with you some of my thoughts and

views on this subject.The topic of today’s conference is ‘closing the gap and getting more women

involved in politics and local government’ and I suppose the day is at least partly about

empowering women to either get involved in politics and local government themselves or to

support other women who make that decision.

But why should we do that? Why is it important? I think that one of the key reasons is because

women have a different perspective to bring to the table. I don’t think that women necessarily

make better politicians, they are simply different.They have a different perspective on the world

because of their background, their lives, their responsibilities and their approach to problem-

solving, because of their values and because of their view of the world.Women politicians help

to strike a balance between cost-benefit analysis on the one hand and the human and social

implications on the other hand. We need that balance when we are formulating policy and

drafting legislation because at the end of the day, we are all human beings, we are all members

of families, of our communities, of society, as well as what some would see as economic units.

I would like to look at two key questions here today:

l How can women get involved in politics?

l Why should they?

Before I move on to the ‘how’, a quick word on the ‘why’.You don’t have to become involved in

politics to change the world or to make a difference, although it’s the path I chose. It’s important

for us all to realise that there are different ways that you can make a difference and perhaps the

best place to start is with the local. So whether you are involved with a playgroup, or a local

community group or with the LEADER company or whatever it is, you can become involved in

changing our lives and the lives of our communities. Politics is just one route, one path.

But back to the ‘how’.The first thing I should say is that I can’t provide a template for anybody.

I didn’t go the conventional route. I’ve never been a member of a political party; it wasn’t that I

saw anything wrong with any of them, I just wasn’t a member, no more and no less. I do have a

sense though that if you’re already ‘in there’ in a political party, it’s a lot easier to get yourself

established. If you look at out female TDs, most come from established political families and it

seems that it’s a lot more difficult to break in if you’re not from a political background. I suppose

that both paths, both being a member of a political party and being independent have their own

difficulties and rewards.
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I suppose it all started for me when I first became involved with the North Leitrim Glens in

Manorhamilton. I then moved on and became involved with Developing the West and that whole

movement that started in the early 1990s.There is no doubt that in my case, the media and the

local media in particular helped in raising my profile. One of the things I noticed when I went

out canvassing for the last European elections was that people would say things like; " Oh, I

know you, I’ve seen you on the papers" or "I know you, I’ve heard you on radio and I’ve seen

your poster". Of course, they didn’t really know me and while people don’t need to know you

personally, they do need to feel that they have a handle on you and some sense of who you are.

To take that first step, to decide "I am going to run for elected office", is a huge step, especially

if you’re not born into it. But I took that step and once it was done, it was done.You put you

head above the parapet, take a very deep breath and off you go.

I suppose I was lucky because although I didn’t really know it at the time, I was surrounded by

people who would move heaven and earth to get me elected. That kind of commitment is

something that money can’t buy. But where did these people come from? They were friends,

family, people I worked with, people I’d been involved in community development with over the

years.They are hugely important because when they knock on doors, they represent you and if

they’re committed, it shows. People talk about the importance of the party machines but, even

if I was in a political party, I would still surround myself with my friends, with people who I knew

would be loyal to me, as well as the party workers and those who are loyal to the ideal. You

need people who believe in you,who thing you are the right person, as well as those who believe

in the party.

There are a few other things I’ve learnt along the way in running for elected office,which I would

like to share with you:

l People need to be asked for a vote and they like to be asked so make every effort to ask

every person you possibly can.

l Don’t make promises you can’t keep.Talk about issues and about priorities and about what

you will try to do but you need to realistic and honest about what you can deliver.

Ultimately, people appreciate it more when you are honest.

l You need to know why you are running.Although this sounds very obvious, it’s something

you need to get clear in you own head. Are you running because you want to highlight

certain issues, or bring about change? Do you have local objectives or are you more

interested in broader, national issues? How do your views fit in with your party’s position

and philosophy? How can you change or influence your party’s stance to bring it more into

line with your own? 
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l Whether you are running for a party or not, you need to have your own mantra, your own

little policy document.You don’t just need it for yourself, you need it for your canvassers. If

you believe in yourself and your agenda, then your canvassers will too and that’s hugely

important. Ultimately, you should be able to answer the question "why am I running?" in two

or three sentences. Of course, there is the wider picture but there is the essential kernel of

it and if you have it, your canvassers will have it and the people they are talking to will 

understand.

l Accept offers of help; someone might offer the loan of a fax or offer to do some

photocopying or be able to take professional photos, or design leaflets.You don’t necessarily

have to pay for everything!

l A lot of people when asked to canvass say that they couldn’t do it, that they’d do anything

else and you must allow people to help you in whatever way they feel comfortable, be that

making phone calls, writing letters or putting up posters. Having said that, once people go

out canvassing and get any kind of positive response, they tend to love and it and are very

keen to get out there again.

l Don’t follow any of the so-called rules of canvassing; just do whatever works for you.When

we were canvassing in the last European elections, people said that you must canvass in

pairs, that you can’t canvass alone. But we did canvass alone because we simply didn’t have

the people on the ground and it worked.

l When I ran in the last European elections, I was on a teacher’s salary, with no other source

of income or wealth.The campaign cost £60,000, half of which I received from the European

Commission. Virtually all of the remaining money came in the post or from fund-raising

events. I was lucky enough to have some people on my team who were excellent fund-

raisers and who got out there and who got the money in. It’s not easy but it can be done.

l You don’t necessarily have to spend large amounts of money or go for all that razzmatazz

that is sometimes in evidence. We used home-made posters, which although ridiculed in

some quarters, were up there and visible and noticed.Above all, nothing beats the personal

touch and knocking on doors.

l With regard to one of the major issues for women running for election – caring

responsibilities – I was lucky because my two sons were older when I got involved in politics.

I don’t have much advice to offer but I imagine that it must be very difficult to have a political

career without a supportive partner. Because there is no doubt about it; once a campaign is

up and running, you just don’t think  - and can’t think - about anything else. So support, from

a partner, family and friends is hugely important.

The final issue I want to address is why women should run.Why should you yourself consider

it or why should you support other women who are running?

l Women often vote for other women. I got great support and encouragement, not just from

women my own age and younger but from older women.
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l A number of months ago, I co-launched a new cross-border health strategy for women,

Other Borders, which was initiated by the Derry Well Woman Centre.The Project was the

result of a process of consultation with approximately 3000 women throughout the Border

region, designed to ascertain their views on health services and other quality of life issues.

Obviously, there were concerns around the expected themes  - childcare, rural transport,

access to services, etc. – but the one over-riding issue that nearly all women were

concerned with was the need for women to be in there at the policy and decision-making

level in the health services and related agencies. So, women weren’t just concerned with

quality of services, or with access to services, they were concerned with the need for

women to be involved in the design of services and in decision-making at that level. That

really sums up why women need to get involved in politics 

l When we increase the numbers of women in politics, the issues which can sometimes be

considered ‘women’s issues’ – childcare, violence in the home, support for carers, etc. – will

increasingly be seen as societal issues. Women need to be involved in politics so that

discussion of how we organise our lives, about how we can improve the quality of life for

all citizens, will be increasingly mainstream, rather than an adjunct to the ‘real’ business.

However, I would say that female politicians need to appeal to men as well as women

because if it’s balance we’re really after, then you should appeal to both. The policy and

agenda should be about people; it shouldn’t be solely directed towards ‘women’s issues’ but 

towards societal issues.

I just have a few final thoughts for anyone considering running for elected office:

l Don’t expect it to be wonderful all the time; it has its ups and downs

l Expect to be challenged and stretched; you really will have so much to learn

l Expect to be very busy with many demands on your time and attention 

l You need great patience

l Don’t worry too much about what people think of you; just do your best

l Don’t duck the hard questions. Sometimes you have to make hard decisions and people will

respect you for it.

l Equally, don’t try to sit on both sides of the fence.What do you stand for if you stand for

everything all of the time? 

l Politics will humanise you because you will get to hear and meet so many people with so

many issues, some of whom you will hopefully be able to help.You have to like people or at

least you have to want to help them.

l Don’t be afraid to beat your own drum.Women tend to be particularly bad at this but it is

important that you both claim your victories and take your place along with the rest

of them.
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l People say ‘watch your back’ but my take on that is that you can’t look backwards and 

forwards at the same time. If I had a choice, I really wouldn’t mind so much what was going

on behind me as long as I knew where I was going myself.

l Listen to the advice of others but ultimately, make your own decisions.

l Prioritise yourself; everyday you will meet people who have issues that are hugely important 

to them.You can’t solve all of them so you have to prioritise.

l Don’t be naïve; politics is a cut-throat business.Although politics is full of decent honourable

people, not everyone is like that and of course, you won’t always be able to tell one from

the other!

l Be prepared to accept help and encouragement, which can often come from unexpected

quarters.

l Give that same encouragement and help to others; it really does give a great boost.

Although I had never met her, and am meeting her today for the first time, I remember

getting a card from Bride Rosney after the last European elections.

l If you get involved in politics, make sure you do it for the right reasons; it shouldn’t of

course, be just for yourself. If we take the example of Margaret Thatcher, we have to ask

ourselves; did she make a difference to women’s lives, did she encourage other women? Of 

course, the answer is that she did not. If we are to get involved in politics is should be to

make a difference to people’s lives.

Thank you.
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Bride Rosney

Good morning everybody; I’d like to start by joining with my fellow speakers in thanking Aisling

for inviting me to speak today and in congratulating her on the success of the day.

I’d like to start by contradicting Marian Harkin on two grounds; the first is that we have met

before, during Mary Robinson’s presidency, and the second is that I can’t agree with her when

she says that Margaret Thatcher had no influence on the position of women in politics. I think

she had an extremely negative influence and that is far more worrying because what we need

now are good role models. I think we are heading towards a democratic deficit for lack of

leadership and role models and this is a crucial issue for all of us, both men and women. What

Margaret Thatcher did was break through the glass ceiling only to leave a sharp floor beneath

her, which would make it that much more difficult for any women to come after her.That is,

perhaps the worst role model you can have. So, I suppose I’m not really disagreeing with Marian;

she was looking for the positive and I can only see the negative.

Let me return to one or two of the points that have been raised in the course of the morning

and apply them to my own experience.

Rather than closing the gap and getting more women into politics and local government, I think

the real challenge is to close the gap and get more women to move from politics with a small

‘p’ to politics with a big ‘P’ i.e. elected office. Because I can bet you that most people here are

involved in politics in some way.At the coffee break, I met a women who was involved in trying

to get a playground provided in her community; that is politics. Politics is all about community

and working with community to get things done:‘closing the gap’ is that step into elected office.

Of course, it’s not the right step for an awful lot of people.We have three people here for whom

it was and we should celebrate their success but it certainly wasn’t for me. I simply wouldn’t

have had the guts for it, nor would I have felt comfortable with it.

But, I really enjoyed the influence and the responsibility behind the scenes and that is where lots

of people are more comfortable. It may be stuffing envelopes or putting up posters or

formulating policy; it doesn’t matter what it is but you should find your place because everyone

has one. I found my way into politics (sticking with the small ‘p’ for now!) through an

environmental group. I was involved in the attempts to stop development at Wood Quay in

Dublin, a major Viking archaeological site. I remember going to a meeting and the poet Tom

Kinsella speaking of people being ‘hurt into politics’.The phrase always stayed with me and it is

true that that is exactly what drives a lot of people.As Frances said earlier, it is the heart as well

as the head that motivates people to act.
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Let me go back to politics with a capital ‘P’. If I mention some of the developments that have

improved women’s lives since 1970 – equal pay for equal work, the right to sit on a jury, the

right to be assessed in your own right for tax purposes, the removal of the concept of

illegitimacy  – though they are all political issues, they were all achieved by non-political means

and specifically, by legal means. I suppose I’m particularly familiar with all of these because they

are all examples of political work done by Mary Robinson, but as a lawyer, not a politician.

Although she had stood for office several times, she had been gloriously defeated and had much

less impact in ‘Politics’ than she had as a politician fighting for political causes that arose from

the community with which she interacted. She came to realise that however much she wanted

to, she could not really be successful in the traditional political sphere amongst the faded flags

of civil war politics. It’s a clear demonstration of how terribly important it is to identify where

you can best function and place yourself there.The agenda is also critical; when Mary Robinson

was asked to run for President, she read what it said about the office and role of President in

the Constitution. Indeed, Mary had never gone anywhere without carrying a well-worn copy of

the Constitution in her handbag.The Oath of Office contained two key elements; the President

was to act as Guardian of the Constitution and was to dedicate their abilities to the welfare of

the people. It was on the latter agenda that Mary ran. No one really knew exactly what this

second element involved as no previous President had ever really focused on it. In some ways

it was the soft underbelly of the Presidential oath but it was what she focused on and it is what

Mary McAleese is focusing on.

As someone who was clearly a supporter of Mary Robinson and who greatly admires Mary

McAleese, it worries me greatly that the office is coming to be seen as a ‘woman’s job’.The three

main parties in the last Presidential election all fielded female candidates. I recently heard a

woman on a radio phone-in declaring that she never wanted to see a man in the job again.This

is wrong and there is a real danger of women allowing this to happen.What it means is that

women remain pidgeon-holed into softer roles  – indeed the President has no real power  –

which will put a good gloss on the picture. As a side issue, I would say that there is a further

danger of women being only associated with what are seen as softer, women’s issues. In reality,

what are often seen as women’s issues (e.g. childcare) are in fact human issues, although you will

rarely hear a male politician mention childcare.

To return briefly to the Presidency, the greatest power of it is that it has no real power. It is a

paradox but it is true; the office can be played subversively and a lot of what Mary Robinson did

was just that. I remember walking down the street in Dublin one day a few months into Mary’s

Presidency. I was approached by a woman who recognised me as someone who worked with

Mary, and who was obviously emotional and angry. As it turned out, she was involved with a

women’s refuge in Dublin, which was due to have a visit from the President the following week.

She informed me that she didn’t care if Mary never came.All of the things they had been looking
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for for years were miraculously granted and/or done because the President was coming. The

trappings of State, the garda escorts, the flags, the pomp and ceremony; all of that simply

empowered people to get things done and to get things from the State that they had long

sought.That was the subversive power of the Office.

I suppose all of this goes to show that women can do things differently. I remember noticing

when I was going around the country with Mary Robinson that the differences in the approach

of men and women was striking. If the committee was all or predominately male, then there

was a clear pecking order and hierarchy in how they presented themselves, with the chair to

the fore, in the good suit, introducing the others. If the committee was all female, then you might

have 20 women, all jostling and excited, with the hierarchy completely gone. Neither approach

is necessarily right; it’s all about finding the balance. Because although for far too long we have

followed a male agenda, with the pendulum swinging too far in one direction, we should not aim

for that pendulum to swing too far in the other direction. What we should be striving for is

balance and equilibrium, not necessarily a feminised society. If we can bring the best of what both

men and women have to offer then we’ll have cracked it and will together build a better society.

People talk about the 3 Cs (confidence, cash and childcare), the barriers to women’s

participation; I think that when it comes to women, I would have to add a fourth ‘c’; clothes. It

is actually a huge issue for women; a man can run an election with one suit, two or three shirts

and a few ties. Not so for women, and sadly, it is women who drive that agenda, who make

comments like ‘would you look at the cut of her’ and who do other women down. I remember

being driven demented in the first few months of Mary Robinson’s Presidency with questions as

to what she was going to wear. I never seemed to be asked; ‘Who is she meeting? or ‘What is

the agenda for the meeting?’. I remember one occasion on which she was going to be travelling

abroad on a State visit and once again, I was phoned by a journalist and asked about the

President’s wardrobe for the week. I finally thought of a suitable reply to these inane questions;

I informed the journalist in question that when she could tell me what the Minister for Foreign

Affairs was wearing, I would tell her what Mary Robinson was wearing.

Just one final thought with which to leave you. I remember writing to Mary Robinson just after

she got elected to remind her of the election promises that she had to keep.As an aside, one

of the most disappointing things about the whole Presidency was the extent to which people

were shocked when she went ahead and kept her promises and did what she said she would

do. It was quite frightening to see how low the expectations of the Irish people were. In any

case, I addressed the letter ‘Dear Ginger’.You might wonder why.You’ll all have heard of the

dancer Ginger Rogers. She was not nearly so famous as her dancing partner Fred Astaire and

indeed is rarely mentioned except in connection with him. And yet, she did everything he did

and she did it backwards and in high heels!

Thank you.
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Workshop Outcomes
Introduction

The 90 delegates were each assigned to one of 6 workshops.These workshops attempted to

arrive at doable actions that can be taken from both the ‘top down’ to change the cultures and

structures of politics and the political system, and from the ‘bottom up’ to support and

encourage both female candidates and other women who are interested in getting involved in

politics.

Accordingly, workshops A, B and C took as their broad theme the changes that must be made

to the way politics is done to encourage the greater participation of women. Each workshop

looked at this broad theme from a more specific angle, namely national government and politics

(Group A), local government (Group B) and local party politics (Group C).

Workshops D, E and F took as their broad theme the encouragement and support that needs

to be given to get more women actively involved in politics.Workshop D looked at this broad

theme from the specific point of view of the community and voluntary sector while Groups E

and F looked more generally at how we can all support female election candidates.

WORKSHOP A
Theme:What changes must be made to the way politics is done to
encourage the greater participation of women?
Focus: National Government and Politics

Key problems with the way things are currently done in national

government/politics from the point of view of women’s participation:

• Long hours and the lack of flexibility associated with the job of politician

• Geography: rural TDs have to spend large amounts of time away from home

• Lack of flexible childcare for parliamentarians

• Financial constraints; the cost of getting elected 

• Nomination system favours incumbents, those with strong family political background

• Levels of cynicism amongst electorate about corruption dishonesty, etc.; politics not

necessarily seen as something to which women would want to aspire 

• Attitude and tradition; women belong in the world of the small ‘p’, not in the world of the

big ‘P’.

• Mind-set of women; still assuming traditional roles, unwilling to take ownership of their own

power, unwilling to claim credit, afraid of seeming pushy, of having ‘notions’, of being out

in the public world, etc.

• Men naturally more competitive, more suited to cut-throat world of politics 

• Lack of political education in schools, colleges, society in general
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Key changes which can be made to national government and politics to encourage

the greater participation of women:

• Introduce quota system to ensure that female candidates are coming through

• Make the political system more family-friendly (Dáil hours, length of meetings, etc.)

• Work on the local political arena as the key training/breeding ground 

• Provide gender awareness training for male politicians and those involved at higher levels in

political parties 

• Make access to high quality, affordable childcare a societal/human issue (as opposed to a

women’s issue)

• Provide political education at all levels (amongst educators, at second level, in colleges, etc.)

• Provide increased and on-going funding/support for community, voluntary and women’s

sector to enable them to build women’s capacity, support female candidates, etc.

WORKSHOP B
Theme:What changes must be made to the way politics is done to
encourage the greater participation of women?
Focus: Local Government

Key Problems with the way things are currently done in local government from the

point of view of women’s participation:

• Timing of monthly and other Council meetings (evenings) 

• Length of Council meetings = a huge time commitment

• Structure of meetings; too many long-drawn out discussions which could be made much

shorter

• Difficulties for employees in getting time off for meetings to do with role as Councillor

• Difficulties/stereotypes resulting from cultural history; e.g. women as secretary of a

committee

Key changes that can be made in local government to encourage more women to

run for election:

• Councillors should get time off work for Council meetings, with  employers/self-employed

compensated for this (lobby for this at national level)

• Council meetings should be held during the day, where at all possible 

• Councils provide funding and support for gender proofing, for training to build women’s

capacity, etc.

• Support quota system within local political party branches 

• Work on building political awareness at post-primary level (organise  speakers, work with

Dáil na Nóg, contribute to curriculum, etc.)
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WORKSHOP C
Theme:What changes must be made to the way politics is done to
encourage the greater participation of women?
Focus: Local party politics

Key problems with the current ways of doing things in local party politics:

• Political parties are like long-established male clubs 

• System favours long-sitting candidates

• System favours those with family political connections

• Meetings points (GAA/pubs etc.) are more accessible to men 

• Meetings tend to be dull and long and very focused on party issues

• Meeting are often held late at night; doesn’t necessarily suit women

• Women’s issues are not taken seriously enough

• Women are not being approached to participate/join

• General apathy and cynicism in society with regard to politics

Key changes that can be made in local party politics to encourage the active

participation of women:

• Parties should invite women to become members

• Local party branches need to work with women’s groups to raise awareness of  the

potential place of women in politics. They should also see them as a possible source of

membership, as a source of knowledge on women’s issues, priorities, etc.

• Local party branches should hold regular meetings where topics/issues (rather than party

business per se) are discussed.This type of format will be of interest to a wider audience

and is one regularly used in political party branches in colleges.

• Parties should implement a quota system locally for selecting candidates

• Parties should make every effort to encourage new, fresh candidates, who may not

necessarily be from a political background

• Political parties need to focus on developing and articulating policies which are of

interest/relevance to women

• Party meetings should be focused, interesting and only as long as they need to be 

• Meetings should not be held in pubs
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WORKSHOP D
Theme:What can we all do to encourage and support more women
to get actively involved in politics?
Focus:The community and voluntary sector

Key ways in which involvement in the community and voluntary sector could act

as a springboard for women to get involved in politics:

• Gives potential candidates grounding in community issues, priorities, etc., not just party

politics

• Can be a source of community and adult education/training which would both raise self-

esteem and confidence and build skills and knowledge 

• Provides network of support, contacts, etc.

• Involvement can provide foundation for developing ideas, goals, vision, etc.

Key ways in which community and voluntary sector can support and encourage

female candidates running for election:

• As a group, pledge support to a particular female candidate and provide public – and

practical – support

• Provide contacts and a network of support 

• Highlight issue of dearth of female candidates by publishing letters and articles in local press

• Invite Councillors to meetings to discuss their work and what’s involved in political life

• Can get involved in building greater awareness of importance of political system and of civil

society at post-primary level (workshops, talks, etc.)

WORKSHOPS E/F
Theme: What changes must be made to the way politics is done to
encourage the greater participation of women?
Focus: Supporting female election candidates

Key Barriers to women getting actively involved in politics:

• Home/caring commitments

• Men still dominant in traditional entry-points, e.g. GAA, IFA

• The way meetings are run (e.g. dominant chair, decisions taken before meetings, etc.) 

• The timing and venues of meetings are often not women-friendly

• Women often not taken seriously 

• Women’s lack of confidence and stamina
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Key ways that we could support and encourage female candidates running for

election:

• Take a collective approach to supporting a candidate; provide a team around the candidate

to provide moral and practical support (e.g. canvassing, research, administrative support,

childcare, etc.)

• Women’s groups need to feed candidate’s agenda/platform and make themselves available

as a source of information, support, etc.

• Provide or raise funds for election campaigns of female candidates.

• Ensure that candidates don’t just address women’s issues but that they have a broader focus.

• Act as mentors, ‘sounding boards’ to candidiates 

• Organise for existing female politicians – potential role models – to come and talk to

women’s groups, community groups, etc.

• More women need to get involved at grass-roots level in political parties so that they can

influence both selection of candidates and the way the party operates.
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Closing Remarks
Aisling Moroney
Co-ordinator, Leitrim Gender Equality Project 

Having listened both to the speakers and to the feedback from the workshops, I’d like to

attempt to in some way capture the essence of what today has been about.

What was immediately obvious is that there is a huge hunger and energy for change and that

this audience at least is very much engaged with this issue. It is also apparent that we see the

importance of starting with oneself as the basis for all change. So, as women seeking to effect

change, we must start by looking at our own strengths and talents – and weaknesses – so that

we can know where to place ourselves to make that difference. Speakers and workshop

participants alike also highlighted the importance of knowing why you are running or getting

involved in politics, and of knowing and articulating your vision and your goals.

What was also apparent was the extent to which we can all play a role in politics with a small

‘p’ and indeed the extent to which so many of us already do, through our involvement with

playgroups, or community groups or local issues. However, what was also apparent was that

women need to now move in greater numbers from politics with a small ‘p’, to politics with a

big ‘P’, i.e. elected office. Equally we shouldn’t allow a focus on women’s issues or equality issues

to prevent us from working for change from the inside out (i.e. from within political parties) or

from really getting to grips with what are currently the more mainstream political issues

(finance, health, infrastructure, etc.).

Another key theme to emerge today was the importance of supporting each other; this ranges

from simply refraining from ‘doing other women down’ to providing both practical and moral

support to female candidates.

What was also apparent from today’s discussions was the need for change from the top down,

in both the structure and culture of local politics, of local government and of national politics

and government. These ranged from the relatively simple – such as personally inviting women

to join political parties – to more radical moves to address the deficit, such as quotas.The role

of other players in society, such as schools, community education providers and the community

and voluntary sector in drawing attention to the existing deficit – and tackling it  – was also

highlighted.

To conclude, I hope that today has inspired at least some of you to make your contribution,

whatever that is, to ‘closing the gap’ and getting more women into politics and local government.

After today, I would say that politics is too interesting, too exciting and too important to be left

to only half the population!
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Speaker Profiles

Mary has been a councillor with Leitrim County Council for 24

years and is currently the Chair of Leitrim County Council. She

is a Member of the Western Development Commission and was

the first ever female member of the Shannon Regional Fisheries

Board.

Siobhán was first elected to Leitrim County Council in 1991; at

that time, she was the first woman ever to stand for local

election in the Manorhamilton electoral area. She works as an

administrator with the Atlantic View Community Development

Project in Ballyshannon and is also involved with various

community groups in the Kinlough and North Leitrim area.

Frances is owner and managing director of Second Sight

Training and Development. She is a personal development and

organisational change specialist. She has worked as a trainer,

facilitator and motivational speaker for a variety of

organisations in the public, private and community sector; one

of her more recent pieces of work was a highly successful

capacity-building training programme for female staff in Leitrim

County Council.

Marian is Independent TD for Sligo/Leitrim and was elected in

2002. Prior to that, Marian had run and secured almost 50,000

votes in the Connacht /Ulster constituency in the last European

elections. She is a long-time campaigner and activist on many

issues of relevance to rural Ireland, most notably through her

involvement in the Council for the West and locally, in the

North Leitrim Glens Development Group.

Bride is currently the Director of Communications with RTE.

She first rose to national prominence as campaign manager and

subsequently, special advisor to former President Mary

Robinson.
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The Leitrim Gender Equality Project
is a 21/2 year project of Leitrim
County Council and Leitrim
County Development Board which
is funded under the Equality for
Women Measure of the National
Development Plan.The broad aim
of the project is to increase the
active participation of women in
decision-making in Co. Leitrim.
Activities of the Project to date
have included carrying out gender
awareness training with key
decision-makers in the county,
running a 10-module Women into
Management training Programme,
promoting family-friendly and
work-life balance initiatives and
hosting a major conference,
‘Closing the Gap: Getting more
Women into Politics and Local
Government’.

For further information, contact Aisling
Moroney,

Project Co-ordinator at
071-9620005, ext. 321

or by e-mail at
amoroney@leitrimcoco.ie


